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 “The Nosy Neighbor” 
“It’s a complete misunderstanding,” the man said standing in the doorway. His smile 
reminded me of the guys you see who shoot up schools nowadays—as if they’re satisfied with 
what they’ve done. “We were just having a little argument, Miss, what was your name again?” 
 “Lauren Bates,” I said, without a smile. “And yours?” 
 “I’m Charlie,” the man said. “And that’s Maddie,” pointing to the frail, young woman 
sitting on the floor behind him. The woman had on a cotton candy pink housecoat that fell off 
her shoulders, revealing a large bruise on her right arm. Noticing what I was looking at, Maddie 
lifted the coat back onto her shoulder as Charlie said, “Well, it looks like we’re going to be 
neighbors.” He smiled. I didn’t.  
 “Charlie, huh? That’s my niece’s name.” 
 My new neighbors had just moved in the day before. I had watched them, through the 
curtains, as they retrieved their twenty-one boxes from a small U-hall trailer hooked to their beat-
up Ford F-150. It was just the two of them; I didn’t see any kids following behind. I wondered if 
they were married or not. A lot of married couples these days were deciding not to have kids, and 
even more unmarried couples were having children. Things were a lot different now than when I 
was coming up. 
 “Well, like I said, we were just arguing about where to put the TV. Weren’t we, baby?” 
Charlie turned around and Maddie nodded her head, making eye contact with the floor. “Just a 
little thing, you know? I’m sure you and Mr. Bates argue about little things like that, right?” That 
damned smile was back on his face. 
 “No, Mr. Bates is six feet under. The only thing we argue about now is why the hell that 
bastard left me alone to pay the bills for the past thirty years.”  
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 “Oh, I’m sorry to hear that,” Charlie said. I looked past Charlie at Maddie. I had been 
awoken in the middle of the night by the sounds of people screaming and things being thrown 
against a wall. When I looked through my bedroom window at the house within spitting distance 
next door, I could see Charlie standing tall in the middle of his living room, an island surrounded 
by an ocean of empty boxes and bubble wrap. He held a glass plate in his right hand that moved 
with every yell he commanded. He suddenly stopped, his teeth clenched and an eyebrow raised, 
as if he was waiting for a response. Then he screamed and threw the plate against the wall.  
 It was then that I had heard the voice of another scream at a much higher pitch. I tried to 
adjust myself to see where it came from, but I couldn’t see from my window. When I heard what 
was happening, I ran for my phone. I thought about calling 911, but what if they were too late 
getting here? I know on those crime shows I watch sometimes that the police just barely make it 
in time to save someone’s life.  
Plus, what would Jesus do? I know there’s a Bible verse from Psalms or Proverbs or one 
of those books saying something about God remembering people who helped those who are poor 
and in need. So, I grabbed my revolver (I never leave home without her), shoved her in my 
purse, and ran over to the neighbors’. 
 When I approached the door, I could hear another plate being thrown against the wall 
followed by another scream. I knocked three times, each time louder than before. I then heard 
footsteps approaching the door, and Charlie opened the door wearing only boxers. I noticed that 
Charlie was not only taller and physically larger than Maddie, but what I thought had been a 
large amount of chest hair was actually a tattoo of an eagle spread across the man’s chest. I had 
never been one for tattoos, especially for tattoos on your chest. I’ve always said that people with 
large chest tattoos experience symptoms of chest to drawers disease later on in life—that is, 
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when they got older, their chest started to sag and the tattoo went from their chest down to their 
drawers. He wasn’t who I came here for, though.  
 I looked behind him to see Maddie in the corner on the other side of the room. She sat on 
the floor with her knees under her chin, her hands covering her ears. I didn’t see a ring on her 
small finger, nor did I see one on Charlie’s. Her arms and legs reminded me of toothpicks. Her 
Mama should’ve fed her more biscuits as a child. I could see strands of her dirty blond hair 
sticking to her tear-stained cheeks. 
“You okay back there, honey?” I asked. The girl nodded her head yes.  
“Why wouldn’t she be okay?” Charlie asked with just a touch of anger. “I told you we 
were just arguing about where to put the TV.” 
“I heard a scream,” I said. Maddie readjusted herself, as if she was trying to get up off the 
floor. I looked up into Charlie’s wild eyes, directed at me. His wide eyes reminded me of when a 
redneck spots a large buck in the woods. But Jesus would be so proud of me, standing up for this 
girl. 
“I dropped the TV stand as we were arguing about where to put it,” the young girl said 
from behind. “I screamed because it fell on my foot.” 
Charlie began to nod his head. “Yeah, that’s why Maddie screamed. We were arguing 
about where to put the TV and when we moved the table, she dropped it on her foot.” He turned 
his face from me to Maddie. “Ain’t that right, darling’?” 
Maddie nodded her head quickly. “Yep,” was all she said. Charlie turned back at me and 
a few seconds of silence passed between us.  
“All right, I’m going to let y’all get back to unpacking,” I said. “It was mighty nice to 
meet you.”  
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“Mhm,” Charlie said, shutting the door in my face. I thought I heard him say another 
word that is too despicable for me to repeat, but I’m sure I just misheard him.  
** 
Still dressed in my lavender nightgown, I sat hunched over the table the following 
morning, slowly gulping my daily cup of Folger’s coffee. The mug that held my energy booster 
was nothing special. It was just a white mug with the word “Grandma” colored in. My darling 
granddaughter, Mary Beth, had gave it to me for Christmas a few years ago. Why my oldest 
daughter decided to name my only grandchild by combining two of the commonest female 
names known to white Americans I would never know. Nevertheless, I loved Mary Beth and her 
mother, even though I barely saw them anymore since they can never find the time to visit me.  
 As I sipped the coffee, I pulled out my Bible and alarm clock. Every morning, I wake up 
and read my Bible for exactly ten minutes, like the good Christian I am. It didn’t matter to me if I 
completely understood what I was reading, just as long as I read my Bible every day. That’s 
what God wants me to do—to at least try. I’m sure he values effort. So, I set the alarm and began 
to read from some book of the Bible that I can’t pronounce.  
 As I read the words that didn’t make sense to me, I wondered what I would wear to 
church today. Maybe that baby blue shirt and the tan slacks I found at the yard sale two weeks 
ago? I had bought the shirt because it looked homemade, and I thought it would upstage 
everyone else at church.  
 After my alarm went off, I quickly closed my Bible, finished my coffee and set the mug 
in the sink. I walked outside and fed my dog, Pup, who wasn’t much of a pup anymore.  I 
glanced at the neighboring house, which was now silent. I had stayed awake for almost an hour 
more after the events of last night. I tossed and turned, not knowing what to do, or if I should do 
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anything at all. I had the phone in my hand, ready to dial 911, but I decided it was none of my 
business. I didn’t know the full story. I would see them again later today. Then I’d know what to 
do. So I went back inside, took a shower, and dressed for church.  
** 
 It was the first Sunday of the month, which meant that it was potluck Sunday. Everyone 
who wanted to participate would bring a covered dish, vegetable or dessert and share it with the 
rest of the congregation. I noticed that it was often the most popular Sunday of the month for a 
select few families to decide to come to church. 
I was amazed at the smorgasbord of food that sat on the counter of the fellowship hall. 
The aroma of Kari’s beef roast, potato and carrots filled the right wing of the counter. The beef 
had been slow-cooked, so tender that just poking it with a fork caused the meat to crumble. 
Adjacent to the meat was Sheila’s spaghetti, tender noodles bathed in tomato sauce and sprinkled 
with a perfect blend of seasoning. Beside it sat Carole’s snap beans, which I’m sure had been 
snapped by hand and seasoned with smoked side meat from the country store down the road.   
  I had also been to the store the day before to pick up what I signed up to bring: the 
dessert. I loved how the country store made its own cakes and cookies because it made my life so 
easy. All I had to do was buy the vanilla cake covered in buttercream icing, take it out of the 
store’s container, and put it on a cake platter that I had been given as a wedding present but 
hardly ever used. No one can tell that it’s not homemade. Well, it is homemade, just not in my 
home. I placed it beside Jane’s devil’s food cake—three layers of chocolate cake held together 
by and covered in sweet, vanilla icing. Almost the same thing as mine.  
 “Well, hello, Lauren.” I looked up to see Tanya and Connie standing beside her. “Turd” 
and “Crap,” as I called them behind their backs, knew more about everyone and their moms than 
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anyone else in Edenton, North Carolina. I had never heard more gossip in my seventy-one years 
than I had from these two. They were always talking about what they saw on the computer. But I 
wasn’t on The Facebook like everyone else these days, because I didn’t see the point of it. Who 
cared that you were going on a cruise with the boyfriend you just started dating three weeks ago? 
I sure didn’t, but I’m sure a burglar would find it delightful. Because I didn’t SnapTweet or use 
Instachat, I had to get my news from somewhere. And “Turd” and “Crap” were the best sources 
on all things Edenton.  
 “Lauren, we have to talk to you,” Connie said, her brown eyes bulging from her pudgy 
face.  
 “What are we talking about—sex, religion, or politics?” I said. I looked to my right and 
saw the preacher staring at me confused. I waved at the preacher who gave an awkward smile as 
he walked towards the sanctuary.  
 “None of that stuff, sweetie,” Tanya said, pursing her thin lips into what should have 
been a grin but looked more like a grimace. “We heard that you have new neighbors.” 
 “Yes, I do.” I knew that today they wanted the gossip and I knew to keep my answers 
short. It would piss Turd and Crap off because when they were seeking new gossip, they wanted 
to get it as quick as they could so that they could be the first ones to tell it to everyone else. I 
started to walk towards the sanctuary of the church, my two minions following close behind.  
 “Well, who are they? What do they do? Are they married? Have they got any kids?” 
Tanya asked.  
 I continued to walk and even increased my pace. “I don’t know, I’ve barely spoken to 
them.” I never turned around.  
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 “Well, don’t you think it’s a good thing to meet the people that are living just a few feet 
beside you?” Connie began to laugh. “I mean, I would hope that they’re better than the last 
neighbors you had. They were nothing but white trash.” Tanya joined her laughing. I stopped and 
turned around so quickly that my two disciples almost ran into the back of me.  
 “Honestly, the Quimbeys weren’t a bad family. They were rather quiet, but I guess it’s 
because smoking all that pot helped calm them down. And they didn’t smell, either. I wish I 
could say the same about other people.” I turned and continued on, smiling as I heard the two 
women sniffing, smelling themselves.  
** 
 As I drove home, I had to readjust in my seat. My lower back was aching. My body 
wasn’t like it used to be, and sitting for an hour (or a little over an hour if the preacher was 
feeling proud of himself that day) on a hard wooden bench meant to keep you sitting upright 
often left me in pain. Because of that, I had sneaked in a comfortable pillow to church. The 
pillow had been made many years ago, and it had my name cross-stitched in pink on the front. 
With my name on the front, everyone knew not to touch it.  
 I always sat on the back row, living up to the Back Row Baptist stereotype. It was really 
the perfect seat. If I was singing a hymn off-key, no one would be able to tell it was me all the 
way in the back. If the food from the night before tore my stomach up, I could quietly slip out the 
back door and drive home. But the real reason I loved sitting on the back was for days like today, 
where I could slip out a few minutes before the benediction was prayed to “set up everything in 
the fellowship hall for a successful potluck Sunday.” In other words, so that I could cut off a 
large hunk of Jane’s dessert before anyone else got to it.  
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 Jane didn’t mind, of course. She never said anything about it, at least not to me. And the 
cake wasn’t for me, anyway. That would just be rude to take some of the cake for myself before 
anyone else got to it! No, this cake was for my new neighbors, Charlie and Maddie.  
** 
 As I pulled into the driveway, I looked next door and noticed that there were now blinds 
hanging in all the windows of my neighbors’ home. I wondered if this was a sign not to go up to 
the door, but I decided to do it anyway. Besides, Turd and Crap would be begging to hear 
something juicy next week.  
 I walked up to the door and knocked three times, this time softly. I attempted to glance 
through the window next to the door, but I couldn’t see anything. I began to knock once more 
when suddenly the door swung open. Standing in front of me was Maddie.  
 “Hello, again,” I said with a smile.  
 “Oh, hello,” Maddie said.  
 “I feel like I didn’t get to properly introduce myself last night. I’m Lauren, Lauren Bates. 
I brought you this piece of cake. It’s homemade,” I said.  
 “Thank you, Ms. Bates.” Maddie appeared to have just rolled out of bed. Her hair was 
ruffled and she was wearing a silky pink nightgown under the same house coat from last night. It 
was slipping off her shoulder again, and I saw the same bruise from last night. It was worse than 
I remembered. Maddie must’ve caught me staring because she quickly covered it with her gown. 
 “What happened there?” I asked. 
 “Ugh, we were putting the bed together and the headboard fell and broke,” Maddie said, 
her tone changing as well as her line of sight which went from my eyes to my feet. I knew there 
was no way that a bruise that large could come from a headboard falling, and there was no way 
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that it could have broken by simply falling on the floor, but I was just going to go along with 
what the poor girl said.  
 “Oh, no.” I said. “Did it break when it hit the floor?” 
 “Um…yes.” Maddie said.  
 “Who is it, Maddie?” a gruff voice from another room said.  
 “It’s our neighbor!” Maddie yelled behind her. 
 “Who did you say it was?” Charlie said approaching the door. “Oh. It’s the lady.”  
 “Well, the lady has a name and it’s Lauren. I was telling Maddie here that I felt like we 
got off on the wrong foot last night,” I said. “I brought cake for you two as a house warming 
present. It’s homemade.” 
 “Well, ain’t that just sweet,” Charlie said sarcastically. I knew he didn’t mean it.  
 “Yes, we met. She was telling me that you all need some furniture since…” I paused, 
trying to gather the right words. “Since your headboard broke and hit her on its way down?” 
 “Yeah,” Charlie said, his smile gone.  
 “Well, neither of you have been around here long enough to go to one of our famous yard 
sales. There’s normally a few each Saturday and you can always find a good deal on a headboard 
or any other furniture that you might need. How about I come by next Saturday and I’ll take 
Maddie yard saling with me and we’ll find you some furniture?” I smiled, and I thought I saw a 
faint smile on the young girl’s face.  
 “I don’t…” Charlie said.  




 Every day of the next week, I did my daily ten-minute Bible readings in the morning and 
enjoyed my coffee. I’d take Pup out in the backyard, always glancing at the quiet home beside 
me. I always kept my revolver in my purse when I walked outside, afraid that Charlie might 
jump out of the bushes at any given moment. I never saw Maddie go outside, but I heard Charlie 
every night when he pulled in from wherever he spent his time during the day.  
 When Saturday rolled around, I was afraid that Maddie would bail. Yet, at 6 a.m. sharp, I 
saw Maddie coming over from her house. Charlie was standing in the doorway, grimacing. I 
locked the door to my home and walked out to the car. I smiled at Maddie and waved with a 
sarcastic smile at Charlie, who now slammed the door behind him.  
 “You ready to go, honey?” 
 “Yes, ma’am,” Maddie said.  
** 
I pulled out of the driveway and moved on down the road in my gold Chevy Impala. I 
had named her Mary Lou, after the one and only Mary Lou Retton who took home gold in the 
1984 Olympics. We passed the fields of crops, which just seemed to become one continuous 
span of green. At least the soybeans were still green, but the corn was turning brown and looked 
rotten to me. The farmers told me that’s when you know it’s getting to be just right. I don’t know 
how much I believe that, but as long as I don’t find any worms squirming in my corn, I guess I 
have no reason to complain. Besides, complaining won’t make me any younger.  
Every now and then we’d pass a house, the sight as rare as finding a decently brewed 
sweet tea up North. For the most part, the ride to the first yard sale was quiet, except for the 
sweet sounds of Dolly Parton and Kenny Rogers serenading one another with “Islands in the 
Stream.” I intended to change that, of course. I’m sure that Jesus knew a long time ago that I was 
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going to be so worried about this poor girl so He brought her into my neighborhood just so I 
could help her with whatever it was she was facing. He was going to be so proud of me when I 
got to Heaven. So I took one of my two hands off the steering wheel, always at the ten and two 
position, to slowly cut down Dolly and Kenny.  
“So, honey, how long have you and Charlie known each other?” 
“We met each other in high school,” Maddie said, staring out the window.  
“Aw, that’s cute. Were y’all high school sweethearts?” 
“I guess,” Maddie said. I noticed she was rubbing her hands together as if she was 
washing them with some sort of invisible soap. 
“That’s just precious. You don’t see that kind of young love blossoming anymore. My 
husband and I were high school sweethearts, too. But I think that’s mainly because there were 
only ten of us in our graduating class.” 
“You only graduated with nine other people?” Maddie asked, her head turning towards 
me. 
“Yeah, and eight of us were girls. George and Lewis were the two guys in our class, and I 
think Lewis liked Mr. Tynch more than he liked any of us girls, so I guess it was just fate that 
George and I ended up getting married.” I laughed a little and so did Maddie, but the car quickly 
went silent again. “Do you and Charlie have any kids?” 
“Oh, God, no,” Maddie quickly said.  
“Waiting ‘till y’all get married first?” I asked. Maddie shook her head quickly. 
“I just don’t see myself having kids. At least, not with Charlie.” Maddie looked out the 
window again.  
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“Well, I never imagined being a mother either, but what do you know, George knocked 
me up. And of course, I just had to marry a man who didn’t tell me he had a history of twins in 
his family, so I got knocked up with not one, but two little rascals.” 
“I can’t imagine what raising two newborns at the same time was like.” 
“Oh, it was a struggle, especially when you were trying to breastfeed them and they were 
both hungry! George really pushed me to breastfeed, so I did, but there’s only so much one 
woman can take! I couldn’t sleep, my boobs hurt and the babies would never shut up. George 
tried to keep me calm and tell me ‘It’s going to be all right, you can do it’- blah blah blah. I 
finally screamed at George one night and told him to go out and buy me some of that baby food 
formula before my boobs fell off.” 
“What did he do?” 
“He did just like I asked him to. I remember crying one night about how I didn’t think I 
was cut out to be a mother and he just sat there reading the newspaper saying ‘Yes, you can, I 
believe you can.’ But when the health of my boobs became involved, it’s like a little light went 
off in his head and he felt compelled to finally do something. I swear, some men are just about as 
worthless as tits on a boar hog.” 
“Tell me about it,” Maddie said. I think she was as startled about what she said as just as 
much as I was. I started to ask her what she meant by that but she quickly interjected, “So were 
your kids kind of rowdy growing up?” 
“Yeah, they wouldn’t shut up growing up. Now I can’t even get them to come see me or 
at least talk on the phone for more than five minutes. You wanna see a picture of them?” 
“Sure,” Maddie said. I told her to grab my purse from the backseat and sort through its 
contents to reach my wallet.  
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“What’s this?” Maddie asked, pulling Sabrina the Snub Nose Ruger SP101 revolver out 
of my purse. She dangled Sabrina over my purse, holding onto her with only two fingers. Maddie 
reminded me of George the first time he held the babies in his hands, as if they were going to 
puke, shit themselves or fall without warning. Even her face expressed the same hesitance and 
fear that George wore all those many years before.   
“It’s for protection,” I said. “Never know what these crazy folks these days will do.” 
Maddie smiled, put the gun back carefully, and kept digging until she found my wallet. I told her 
to open up the first zipper where the pictures were.  
“You look so different, Ms. Lauren,” Maddie said, pulling out the picture of my family 
and me shortly after the twins were born. “Your hair was so long.” 
“Yeah, I got tired of messing with my damn hair every morning, so one day I decided to 
just cut it all off. George didn’t like it, of course, but I told him he could shove his dislike for it 
right up his ass. He never said anything about it again.” 
“My mom cut her hair like that soon after she had me,” Maddie said.  
“Where’s your mom now?” I asked. 
“She passed away about three years ago.” 
“I’m sorry to hear that,” I said, breaking my ten and two position to place my right hand 
on her shoulder. “Do you have any other family?” 
“No. My dad left my mom for his assistant when I was five, and my mom never 
remarried or had any other children. It was just me and her for a while until she passed.” She 
paused and took a deep breath. “Now all I have is Charlie,” Maddie said with a sigh.  




 We pulled up to the first yard sale, which was only about a twenty-minute drive from my 
house. It was the first sale published in the local weekly newspaper; it immediately caught my 
attention when I first read the classifieds during church this past Sunday because it was a moving 
sale. Moving sales are the best because people don’t want to have to drag all of the shit they 
don’t need onto the next house.  
We walked up to the house, and to my surprise, I didn’t recognize the owner of the house. 
For most of the folks in Edenton, I either was related to their Mama, went to high school with 
their Daddy, dated their uncle during middle school or worked with their aunt one summer. But I 
didn’t know this guy. 
 “How are you this morning?” the man asked.  
 “We are just lovely,” I said. I saw a flat screen TV sitting on the ground with a sign that 
said “Works great. $25.” “Do you need another TV, Maddie, since you and Charlie were arguing 
so much about the other one?” 
“Nope. Do you need a new TV, Ms. Lauren?” 
“No, honey. I don’t usually watch TV because usually after I watch it for about thirty 
minutes, I fall asleep and the TV ends up watching me.” I found a box of cookbooks and walked 
right over to it.  
 “Do you cook a lot, Ms. Lauren?” Maddie asked, coming up behind me. 
 “Oh no, sweetie. I just like to look at the cookbooks. I’ve got a whole collection of them 
in my oven right now.” I picked up the one on top, a dessert book that featured butter in every 
recipe. I turned to a blueberry pie recipe and showed Maddie the picture. “That looks good 
enough to make your tongue smack your brain, don’t it?” 
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 “It sure does,” Maddie said. “Maybe I can come over one day and we can make it 
together?”  
I looked up at her and smiled. “I would love that.” I paused for a second and looked to 
the owner of the house. “How much for the cookbooks?” 
 “$15 for the box or $2 each.” 
 “$10 for the box and you can consider it sold,” I said with a smile. 
 “Works for me,” the man said. I looked to Maddie, who was smiling. She had also found 
a colorful quilt for $2, a brand new knife set for $7, and a box of blue plates and bowls for $5.  
 “Don’t ever take shit from anyone, especially a man at a yard sale,” I told her.   
Maddie then offered ten dollars for everything else, which the man happily accepted.  
** 
 
“That was so much fun, Ms. Lauren,” Maddie said, admiring her new finds. “Did you see 
the way that man just said ‘Works for me’?” Maddie started giggling. “It was like I had the 
power.” She put the items on the back seat as I started Mary Lou’s engine.  
“That’s right, honey. You sure did. And you can always have the power if you do like I 
told ‘ya.” 
“What? Not to take shit from people at yard sales?” 
“Honey, I mean don’t take shit from anyone—at a yard sale, in the workplace…” I 
looked straight into her eyes. “Even at home.” Maddie’s sunny smile was suddenly clouded by a 
look of sadness and exhaustion. As I backed out of the driveway, I could see Maddie rubbing her 
hands together again. Then she suddenly stopped, crossed her arms, and looked at me.  
“Ms. Lauren, can I ask you a question?” 
“Of course you can, sweetie.” 
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“When Mr. Bates was alive, did y’all ever argue?” 
“Argue? Oh yes, honey, all married couples argue at least once in their life.”  
“Did Mr. Bates ever…yell at you?” 
“Oh yes, honey bun. But I’d yell right back at him.” Maddie took a deep breath. 
“Did Mr. Bates ever get… violent with you?” This was my moment, the moment God 
had sent me on this Earth for. This was Maddie’s cry for help and it was my purpose to help this 
poor girl get away from that awful son of a bitch she was living with now. I tried to ignore the 
fact that they were living together in sin. They were unmarried and sharing a bed, after all. But I 
don’t think God cared very much about that at the moment. He just wanted to see how much of a 
Good Samaritan I could be. This was my test to get into Heaven. And I intended to pass.  
“Violent? You mean like hitting and whatnot?” I took my eyes off the road for just a 
second to see her nodding her head. “Oh no, George never hit me.” I started to laugh a little. “He 
knew better than to do that.” I looked back at Maddie with a fake sense of surprise. “Has Charlie 
hit you, dear?” Maddie looked out the window once again. 
“Once or twice,” she said.  
“Well, once is one time too many. There ain’t not a damn good reason why you should 
stay with a bastard that beats you, I can tell you that right now.” Maddie immediately started to 
cry, and I pulled over onto the side of the road.  
“I just don’t know why he’s like this. He used to be so happy, so fun. And now he’s just 
angry. All the time. Everything just sets him off—when he has a bad day at work, when the light 
bill is due, even when his old pants don’t fit him anymore. And I try so hard to make things nice 
for him, but everything I do just makes him even madder. Then he yells at me, throws things at 
me, and sometimes hits me until I’m on my knees in a corner saying ‘I’m sorry, Charlie, I’m so 
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sorry.’” Maddie looked up at me with her hands up in the air as if she was surrendering to some 
invisible officer, tears still flowing. “I’m telling him sorry for beating me. Me, the one who is 
getting plates thrown at them and getting punched in the arm, is apologizing to him.” 
“Well, honey, why do you stay with him?”  
“Where else am I going to go? I don’t have any family except for a few cousins that I 
haven’t seen since we were children. I barely finished high school, and I didn’t go to college 
because Charlie said he loved me and was going to take care of me forever, so there wasn’t any 
need for me to go.” 
“Sweetie, when I was coming up women didn’t have many opportunities. My momma 
and grandma were both homemakers. They got married young, had children and had food on the 
table every night, and they were fine with that because that’s the way things were then. Even 
when I started working as a nurse however many years ago that was, women weren’t known to 
be doctors. That was just unheard of. But, honey, times have changed. There’s so many more 
things that you can do with your life. You can go to college and get you a degree. You can get a 
part-time job too so you can support yourself. Hell, you can go to the military if that’s what 
tickles your fancy. But continuing to live with that asshole shouldn’t be one of the things you 
keep doing.”   
“I’ve tried leaving him before, Ms. Lauren. He got down on both of his knees and started 
crying, begging me not to leave him. He told me he was sorry for everything and that he was 
going to treat me right, that he loved me since the day he met me and that he was always going to 
love me.” 
“Well, did he?” 
“For about two weeks. Then he started up with his old ways again.” 
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“Here’s what I got to say about that. He sounds like an insecure little boy who treats you 
like shit until you threaten to leave him—that’s when he becomes an insecure whiny bitch who 
you definitely need to leave.”  
“The last time I told him I was leaving he threatened to kill himself.” 
“Well, I hate to say it, honey, but the world would be better off without bastards like 
him.” Maddie’s jaw dropped a little. “I know that’s awful to say, but there’s a verse somewhere 
in the Bible that talks about God looking out for those who are in pain and how those who hurt 
others will hurt a whole lot more when God steps in.” 
“Where’s that in the Bible at?” 
“I don’t know for sure, but I’m positive it’s somewhere in that big book.” 
“But don’t the Bible also say something about women supporting their men?” 
“I’m pretty sure it says something about wives supporting their husbands, and I don’t see 
no ring on your finger. All I see is the ring leftover from the bruise he gave you the other night 
on your arm. Even if God tells us that wives should support their men, I don’t think that means 
we should be their personal punching bag.”  
“Oh, I want to leave him, Ms. Lauren, I really do. He says he still loves me, that he still 
needs me.” 
“If it is what it is and it ain’t what it ain’t, don’t try and make what it is what it ain’t.”  
Maddie paused and cocked her head sideways. “Do what?” Maddie asked me, laughing a 
little as she wiped the tears from her eyes. 
“Basically all I’m saying is that you can’t make a situation that clearly ain’t working into 
something good. It is what it is and he’s always going to be that kind of a man. No matter how 
hard he tries to change, he won’t. People don’t change. I’ve lived long enough to learn that.” I 
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looked into Maddie’s eyes once more. “The next time he tries to hurt you, you teach that bastard 
a lesson about what it means to mess with Maddie.” Maddie then wrapped her arms around me. I 
felt like I had my daughters back at home with me once again.  
“Thank you, Ms. Lauren.” I wanted to tell her thanks for helping me get to Heaven, but I 
didn’t. I figured we’d just keep that between me and God. No reason to get vain about passing a 
test given to you by the One and Only Jesus Christ. 
“Anytime, sweetie.”  
** 
I actually listened to the preacher for the first time in a long time when I sat in church the 
following Sunday. He was talking about how our life is like riding in a car—how there’s only 
one windshield for us to look keep moving forward, but how there’s three mirrors that distract us 
from what’s ahead to make us keep looking back at what we’ve already passed. And after the last 
few days that I’ve had, I hope I can keep moving forward, because I really don’t want to look 
back. 
When the preacher said the final “Amen,” I got out of my seat quickly and headed for the 
door. But Turd and Crap were already there. I had overheard them gossiping during the music 
special sung by the choir about what Jennie’s crazy ass grandson had done at that school in the 
western part of the state, but I know they wanted to hear all about what had happened next door 
to me this past week. They had tried to call me multiple times during the week, but luckily my 
caller ID allowed me to block their calls. I had seen them drive by the house a few times during 
the week, hoping to see something going on.  
“What happened?” Turd asked.  
“Is it all true?” Crap asked, her eyes widening as if they were popcorn about to pop out.  
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I looked at these two women, so pathetic. I honestly pitied them. What did they have to 
live for? All they cared about was the hottest gossip that Edenton had to offer just so that they 
could pass it along to the next person. I really didn’t want to talk about what happened and I 
especially didn’t want to talk about it with Turd and Crap. The gossip probably filled some sort 
of empty void they had in their life, but I didn’t want to be the one to fill that void.  
But hadn’t I been like them, too? I guess I had been, for most of my life, but I didn’t want 
to be like them. Not anymore. Not after what happened this week. I had even called my 
daughters this past week to see if they’d want to come visit me. They said they’d check their 
calendars, but more than likely they’d be able to come. I even got to talk to Mary Beth on the 
phone for a few minutes. She’s a little weird, if you ask me. She’s started collecting frogs and 
snakes because she wanted a pet, but dogs and cats were “too mainstream” for her. I told her 
whatever floats her boat, just as long as she didn’t bring them creatures to my house.  
“Well, what happened, Lauren?” Turd asked again.  
“What? Are you writing a book? If so, how about leave that chapter out?” I walked right 
through the two women, pushing their bodies full of empty longing out of my way and started 
towards my car.  
** 
When I got back to my house after church, I could see that the yellow tape was still on 
the front door of my neighbor’s home. I figured the police would have removed all of it when 
they came earlier in the week to move the body.  
Last Saturday when we got back from yard saling, I dropped Maddie off and watched her 
as she took in all the new things she had found at the yard sales. She had found a bedspread at 
one of the later yard sales; it was a swirl of turquoise and lime green, and Maddie knew that 
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Charlie was going to hate it. That’s why she was buying it, she had said. I watched as she walked 
up to the house, and I could see Charlie standing in the doorway watching us. I waved at him, 
and he lifted his arm up a little, revealing a fifth of Burnett’s vodka.  
I knew that I needed to bring breakfast for my Sunday school class the following 
morning, so I headed to the grocery store after I dropped her off. I grabbed a package of 
blueberry toaster streusels, some of those Food Lion brand waffles that you just stick in the 
toaster, a bottle of the cheapest maple syrup, and a box with a variety of different flavors of the 
oatmeal you heat up in the microwave. Sounded like a decent breakfast to me.  
I ran into Turd while I was in there, and she was telling me about Crap’s recent issues in 
the bedroom. Apparently she had been lifting her prayers up to the Lord because something else 
wasn’t going up. I talked to her for a good thirty minutes in between the sugar and the salt before 
I started to get bored, so I told Turd I had to leave to make dinner.  
When I got up to the register to pay and had placed all of my items on the counter, I 
opened my pocket book to get my credit card and realized something was missing.  
Sabrina, the Snub Nose Ruger SP101 revolver. She was gone. I knew she hadn’t fallen 
out since my purse was deep and not overflowing. The only place she could have gone to…  
Maddie.  
I immediately grabbed my purse from my empty cart, left my items on the counter and 
ran out of the store. I climbed in my car, fumbled with the keys, started the car and hauled ass 
out of the parking lot.  
When I got back to my house, I stumbled out of my car and hobbled over to Maddie’s as 
quickly as my little legs could go. I knocked on the door three times, like I always do, but with a 
25 
 
little more force and speed in each successive knock. There was no answer. I knocked again and 
tried to open the door. It was unlocked, so I walked right in.  
“Maddie?” I said. I could hear the sound of heavy breathing coming from a few feet 
away, so I kept walking through the living room to the kitchen.   
Maddie was standing in the kitchen, her clothes and hands stained with blood. She was 
bent over, taking deep breaths. Her right hand was propped on the kitchen counter, as if she was 
supporting herself from falling over. Her eyebrows were arched high above, her eyes widened 
like a deer in the headlight. I followed her line of sight to the other side of the kitchen, where 
Charlie lay on his stomach. His body was like inside a moat; instead of water, blood surrounded 
it. He hadn’t been able to win this attack, though, as two knives stood poking out of his back like 
butterfly wings.  A third item, I believe it was the cleaver, was chopped into Charlie’s arm like 
an ax hung in the stump of a dead tree.  
“Maddie, honey, what happened?” I walked over to her carefully, trying not to step in the 
blood that was moving across the kitchen floor.  
“I… wanted to do like you said, Ms. Lauren. I wanted to teach him a lesson.” 
“So you stabbed him?” Jesus was not going to like this.  
“No, no, that’s not what I wanted to happen!” 
“Then what did happen?” 
“I walked in and Charlie asked where the hell I had been because ‘yard saling didn’t take 
all damn day to do’ and he got all up in my face and I could smell the alcohol on his breath and 
then he saw what I bought and started ripping the comforter up and then he started accusing me 
of cheating on him with another man because I should have been back sooner and I tried to tell 
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him that we just got back but he didn’t believe me and then he started yelling at me again and 
started throwing cups at me and started coming at me and then I pulled out the gun…” 
“What gun?” I asked. Maddie took a deep breath and looked down at the floor. 
“The gun I took from your pocket book.” 
“Maddie! Why did you take my gun?” 
“Because I thought I could scare Charlie and make him feel hopeless like he makes me 
feel! But no he said I didn’t know how to use that gun and I’d never use that gun on him because 
I loved him too much and that I couldn’t live without him and I told him ‘Oh yeah?’ and he said 
‘Yeah’ so I pulled the trigger, but nothing happened.” 
“Well, of course nothing happened, Maddie! I don’t keep any bullets in the gun!” 
“Then why the hell would you keep a gun in your purse in the first place?” 
“Because most people who are trying to rob a lady of my age aren’t expecting her to pull 
a revolver out of her purse! They’re just expecting cinnamon candies and Germ-X!” 
“Well, I pulled the trigger and he couldn’t believe that I had actually done it and he called 
me a ‘crazy bitch’ and ran at me and the closest thing to me that I had as a weapon was the knife 
set I bought today. So I grabbed the cleaver and stabbed the thing into his arm before he could 
hurt me anymore.” 
“So you stabbed him with a meat cleaver because he was coming after you?” I thought 
about what she said, and I started to smile nervously. “That’s okay, honey! That’s self-defense!” 
“But then he came at me with all the strength he had in him and I stabbed him again, this 
time in the chest. He turned around and fell on the floor and I grabbed two more knives and 
shoved them into his back.” 
“Why did you do all that?” 
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“I would say to make sure he wasn’t going to hurt me again. But, between you and me, 
Ms. Lauren, I just wanted to make sure he felt the pain. All the pain that bastard caused me, I 
wanted to make sure he felt that.” Maddie started smiling then, and I thought I could see a tear or 
two fall from her eyes. 
“Honey, we have to call the police.” Maddie’s eyes got wide again.  
“No, no, Ms. Lauren. They’ll take me away!”  
“No, sweetie, I’m sure the police won’t do that. I’m sure they’ll understand! The man 
was…” I looked around at everything that had just happened. “…he was crazy! He was trying to 
hurt a poor, innocent girl like you! It’s a good thing you did what you did!” I gave the biggest 
smile that I could conjure at the time. I hate to admit it, but I think I was even a little scared of 
Maddie.  
“You think so, Ms. Lauren? It’s going to be okay?” 
“Oh, I’m sure, honey. Here, let me call them for you. You go wash up.” 
** 
When the police came an hour later, they asked me to come down to the station to be 
questioned me since I had been the one who called. They asked me what I knew and I told them 
everything that Maddie had said. I told them how she said that Charlie had hit her before, about 
the first night that I met them, how hostile he had been in my presence, and ultimately, 
everything that Maddie had told me when I first got to her house that afternoon. They asked why 
Maddie had my gun and I told them she had stolen it from me. I assured them that I knew that 
the safety had been on and that there was no bullets in it and I showed them that I had a permit 
for it.  
28 
 
When they started to ask me more questions, I asked the officers who they were, and it 
turned out I used to work with both of their mothers. They remembered their mothers talking 
about me as children, and we got to talking about how their mothers were doing now. Turned out 
one of them was running the restaurant out in Belvidere, and the other one had just remarried a 
man that was only a few years older than her own son. Well, about fifteen minutes later, they 
reviewed the paperwork and told me that I could go back to my house.  
As I walked out of the police station that evening, I asked one of the officers if I could 
speak to Maddie to be sure she was okay. He told me that I couldn’t talk to her, but that I could 
see her from a distance if I wanted to. I nodded my head, and he walked me over to the 
interrogation room that was adjacent to mine. I was able to see her through one of those one-way 
mirrors. She was handcuffed, but her hands were calmly sitting on the table in front of her. The 
orange jumpsuit brought out her eyes. Her hair was a mess, but there was something different 
about her.  




“The Crazy Lady Outside” 
 “Mama, the crazy lady is outside again,” Eddie called from the living room.  
 Lisa Franco looked out from the kitchen window to where her son noticed the stranger 
who continued to visit their front yard for the past few days. She pushed aside her short, blond 
hair to get a good glimpse at the stranger.  
“Mommy, mommy, I’m scared,” her daughter, Caroline, cried as she ran to Lisa with her 
small arms outstretched, her feet thumping rhythmically on the floor like hard rain against a tin 
roof during a hurricane. Lisa picked up her daughter, wrapped her arms around her, and held her 
tight.  
 “It’s okay, honey, don’t cry. Mommy will take care of it.”  
Eddie slowly walked into the kitchen. He was only four years old and ten minutes 
younger than Caroline, but he knew he was the man of the house. He intended to put on the 
strong man façade like he had seen on TV.  
 “What are you going to do to the crazy lady, Mama?” he said, his eyes widening as he 
placed his hands in his pockets. Lisa saw the fear that he was trying so hard to suppress.  
 “I’m just going to go talk to her and see why she keeps visiting. And quit calling her 
that.” Lisa placed Caroline gently on the floor until her small legs stood straight once more. “I 
want you two to go to your room, and don’t come out until I tell you to.”  
 “Let me go out there with you, Mama!” Eddie protested. “I want to help you.” Lisa bent 
down to her son’s height, placing her hands on his shoulders.  
“No, buddy. If you want to help me, help Caroline feel better. She’s scared. Be the big 
little brother she needs right now, okay?” Eddie sighed. He took a deep breath, grabbed 
Caroline’s hand, and led her to their room. After she heard their bedroom door shut, Lisa walked 
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to the second drawer in the kitchen. She shuffled through the pens, notepads and opened 
packages of batteries to retrieve a small revolver from the back. She had never really liked guns 
growing up, but with the way times were now, her gun was the only thing she could trust.  
Lisa’s distrust of people is what had ultimately led her to move from Raleigh to Edenton, 
North Carolina. She also wanted to move from the city so that her children could have more 
room to grow and play in a safe space. The apartment they had previously rented was cramped 
and located in a sketchy neighborhood; Eddie had only the kitchen floor and a small area in the 
living room where he could ride the new tricycle he was given for Christmas. Lisa wanted to take 
him to the park downtown so that he could enjoy his new gift, but she was hesitant to do so after 
it became almost a daily ritual to see on the news that a shooting or sexual assault had occurred 
there. Caroline also recently started begging for a dog after being captivated by the animals she 
saw on TV, but the building where they had lived did not allow pets. And the public-school 
system that her children would begin attending in the fall was ranked one of the worst districts in 
the state. Lisa wanted her children to be happy and receive some of the same opportunities that 
other kids do, so she decided to move.  
Making the choice to relocate was not easy, but Lisa believed that it was best decision for 
them all. She applied to transfer to the Edenton branch of the banking company she was 
employed with and was accepted two weeks later. She packed her belongings, ended her lease, 
and moved her family to the country. Edenton was also only thirty minutes away from Lisa’s 
mother, who lived over in Hobbsville and who was more than happy to help Lisa in any way that 
she needed.  
Their new home was a small one-story house, with a brick exterior and decorated by 
forest green shutters. Four white rocking chairs in desperate need of a new paint job swayed on 
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the large front porch, while two flower beds filled with well-maintained holly bushes ran 
symmetrically from both sides of the porch to the rear of the house. It was located in the middle 
of the one acre lot, which gave her children plenty of room to run around and play.  
She had purchased the house for what she considered to be a steal. It had only been on 
the market for a few weeks, and she bought it for ten thousand dollars below asking price. It sold 
for such a low price because right near the road, surrounded by a white picket fence, was a grave. 
Having the final resting place for someone out in the front yard did not really bother Lisa, but 
she was not aware that it came with a stranger who liked to visit for at least an hour each day. 
Lisa had seen the lady lying or kneeling on the ground by the grave, talking or crying, every day 
since they had first moved in four days ago.  
Lauren, an older lady who lived down the road from them, brought a chocolate cake to 
her new home on the second day after they moved in as a housewarming gift. “It’s homemade,” 
she’s said. Behind the forced smile and the scent of strong perfume, Lisa thought that Lauren 
seemed less interested in welcoming the Francos to the neighborhood and more interested in 
learning who her new neighbors were. And more importantly, Lauren had seemed desperate to 
know why Lisa didn’t have a husband to father her children. The whole visit seemed more like 
an interrogation than a welcoming, but Lauren did warn her that she might have a visitor to that 
gravesite. However, she assured Lisa not to worry because the lady was harmless. She said that 
the lady visitor was simply visiting her loved one who was buried where they had lived before 
they died.  
After the first night that the stranger had visited, Lisa went to look at the grave. Engraved 
on the headstone was: “Jasmine Parton: Made an Angel Too Soon.” There were no dates on the 
stone, which was decorated with a large flower arrangement made of fresh, pink hydrangeas and 
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baby’s breath flowers. There were no weeds surrounding the headstone, nor was there any tall 
grass growing under the fence surrounding the grave. 
With all the money that they had saved on the house, Lisa bought her kids a new swing 
set that she and her mother had assembled in the backyard almost immediately after moving in. 
Unfortunately, her children had not been able to enjoy it much because she would not allow them 
to go outside until after the stranger made her daily visit. She would arrive approximately at 11 
AM and stay until around 12:30 PM. Even though Lauren told her not to worry, Lisa wasn’t 
satisfied. Hell, she had just met Lauren, too. How did Lisa know what she said was true? She had 
seen plenty of horror movies where seemingly unrelated people were working together to stab 
someone with a knife. She just couldn’t trust Lauren. Or anyone for that matter. 
Now, four days since they had moved to Edenton, her kids had barely even been able to 
enjoy their new house thanks to an unwanted visitor. Lisa had hoped that the visits would stop 
once the visitor knew that the house was now owned by a new family. She hoped that Caroline 
and Eddie could play outside unharmed, but they hadn’t. She had asked her mom what to do, and 
she had told Lisa to just let the woman visit as long as she wasn’t bothering anyone. So far, she 
hadn’t, but who was to say she wouldn’t? Plus, her mom had grown up in a much different time; 
a time where you could ride in the back of trucks to the supermarket down the street, a time 
where playing hide and seek was more fun than watching SpongeBob, a time where major crimes 
were only rumors that happened in the big city, miles and miles away from the day to day reality 
of a small town. 
Lisa had moved here for her kids, so that they could enjoy life in an open and nonviolent 
area. So far, the visitor had prevented them from doing so. The thought of some stranger hurting 
her babies made her terrified. But Lisa was about to change that. She checked to be sure that the 
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gun in her hand was loaded and that the safety was on before placing it in the back pocket of her 
faded blue jeans. She walked to and opened the door and stepped outside.  
** 
As Lisa approached the woman, she could hear the stranger talking to herself.  
 “You remember that day, don’t you, Jasmine?” Lisa heard the woman say. She let out a 
sound that Lisa could not tell if it was a laugh or the sound of sobs. “Your father and I just about 
lost it when you said that to your grandma.” The woman was laying on the ground right beside 
the grave, her back turned from Lisa. On the back of the woman’s t-shirt was the tour dates for 
an Aerosmith tour that had taken place nearly eight years ago. The woman’s frizzy hair was dark 
like the black sweat pants she wore. An opened package of Sour Patch Kids sat in between her 
and the grave.  
 Lisa put her left hand behind her back and let it rest on the only friend she had right now. 
She cleared her throat.  
 The woman gasped and quickly jumped off the ground to face Lisa.  
“Who are you?” Lisa asked.  
The woman’s brown eyes were sparkling in the sun, as if they were wet from just crying. 
The woman’s face now reminded Lauren of the flower arrangement that was now wilting on the 
headstone. Her facial expression, and her arms up in the air, resembled that of a thief being 
caught in the act.  
 “Hi, hello. I’m Hillary, Hillary Parton.” The woman outstretched her hand to Lisa and 
took a small step towards her. Lisa reached forward with her right hand, her left still on the gun.  
 “Lisa.” She shook the strange woman’s hand. Lisa noticed how firm Hillary’s handshake 
was, as if she was holding on tight to Lisa’s company.  
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 “You must be the new owner of the house.” 
 “Yeah,” Lisa said, still staring down the woman without a change in facial expression.  
 “I’m sorry I haven’t introduced myself before. I’m sure you’re wondering why I keep 
coming up here, even though I don’t live here anymore.” The woman looked down at the grave. 
 “Yeah,” Lisa said again.  
 “Well, how do I say this?” She pointed to the grave and looked up again at Lisa with a 
faint, sad smile. “This is Jasmine, my daughter.” Hillary bent down and kneeled beside the grave. 
A few seconds of awkward silence passed until Hillary grabbed the opened bag of Sour Patch 
Kids and retrieved one. She outstretched the bag to Lisa. “Would you like one? They are 
Jasmine’s favorite candies.” Lisa shook her head, and Hillary ate another, loudly chewing the 
sweet and sour candies.  
 “Can I ask you why you keep coming here every day?” Lisa asked, her right hand now on 
her hip. She felt sorry for the woman, but she had come out here to ask the woman to leave so 
that her kids could play outside without fear of being harmed. “Quite frankly, it makes me a little 
uneasy having a total stranger out in my front yard when my kids want to play out here.” 
 “Oh, you don’t have to worry about me. I come out here every day just to talk to her, only 
for a little while. I bring a package of Sour Patch Kids with me every time.” Hillary looked up at 
Lisa with a smile. “I like to think that she’s here with me, eating them and talking with me. Just 
like she used to.” Her voice began to shake as she returned her eyes to the grave. “My baby was 
only five when she became an angel.”  
 “How did she die?” Lisa asked. After realizing the insensitive tone she had used, she said, 
“I’m sorry.”  
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 “It’s okay. She was–” Hillary took a deep breath. “Well, she was murdered,” Hillary said, 
wiping away at the dirt that was on the headstone. She then wiped her eyes and her nose. A few 
more moments of awkward silence passed before Lisa sat down across from Hillary on the 
ground.  
 “I’m sorry that you lost your daughter,” Lisa said.  
 “Oh, I didn’t lose her,” Hillary said, looking up at Lisa again. Her eyes were starting to 
sparkle once again. “I knew where she was going and who she was with, but I was too stupid to 
realize I was sending her off with a killer.”  
 “What do you mean?” Lisa asked. 
 “Her uncle—my husband’s, well, ex-husband’s brother—wanted to take her camping one 
weekend. I used to be a teacher, and it was during the summer when she died. I had spent every 
waking hour with her for two months, so when Louis offered to take her camping, I was thrilled 
with the idea. My ex-husband, Charles, was fine with it too. But I never, ever thought Louis 
would take my baby away from me forever, else I’d never have let her go with that scum of a 
man.” Lisa noticed Hillary was picking the ends of her finger nails.   
“We knew he had done something to her when they didn’t come back on Sunday,” she 
continued. “We thought maybe he had gotten into an accident on the way back because he 
wasn’t answering his phone, so we called the police. They went to the campground where he told 
us he’d be staying, and he wasn’t there. The receptionist apparently told the police that no one 
had checked in on the grounds with his name.” 
 “So, what did you do?”  
 “Well, we used the key he had given us years ago to his place and we let the police into 
his house. They went through his search history on his laptop and found a few camp grounds that 
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he had been researching. All of them were in West Virginia, so they started with the last few 
grounds he had looked into.” She took a deep breath and gave a sad, long look at Lisa. “But that 
wasn’t the only thing they found on his laptop.” 
 “What else did they find?” 
 “Louis had downloaded hundreds of pornographic videos to his laptop, all with people 
who were underage,” she paused. “Way underage.” 
 “Like, children?” Lisa asked. Hillary nodded her head.  
 “His car was reportedly seen at a gas station in Virginia, so the police focused more on 
that and less on the campground. They tracked his car down a day later outside of a run-down 
motel. He was inside it, covered in blood from where he had shot himself. But my baby wasn’t in 
there.” Tears began to slide down Hillary’s face like melting butter sliding down a heated pan 
turned upright on a stove. “I hoped, I prayed that she was still alive. I prayed to God, I prayed to 
Buddha, I prayed to every other god I could think of, hoping that one of them would save my 
baby.” She swallowed and wiped her eyes again. “But it didn’t help. They found Jasmine two 
days later in an abandoned cabin in the woods near one of those campsites on Louis’ laptop. 
Apparently when the police found her, she was naked, covered in bruises.” She took another 
breath. “He had done things to her.” Lisa sat silently because she knew exactly what things she 
was talking about.  
 “It’s sad that we don’t realize things about people until it’s too late,” Hillary said. “You 
know, after I knew that Louis had done something to my baby, I began to remember things.” 
 “Like what?” Lisa asked. 
 “Well, like how Louis liked to pick Jasmine up from her dance class, how he bought 
tickets to each of her dance performances because he ‘wanted to be there in case anything out of 
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the ordinary happened,’ how he willingly sat at the kids table at the family reunions rather than 
with people his own age. I blamed myself for a long time, why didn’t I see those signs before? 
Why did I put my child in danger? She didn’t even want to go camping, but I told her it would be 
fun. I did that!” 
 “Oh, Hillary, you can’t blame yourself for what that demented man did.” 
 “Well, then I started to blame other people. I blamed my ex-husband for not knowing his 
brother was a sick bastard. I blamed my ex-in-laws for raising such a pervert. Then I went back 
to blaming myself for marrying into such a sick family. My husband got tired of me blaming him 
for what happened and found solace in whiskey and a woman across town. He left me two 
months later and crashed into a light pole while driving drunk three months after that. He left me 
with a house payment too large for a sole teacher’s salary to pay off.” 
 “Hillary, I’m so sorry you had to go through this.” 
 “The hardest part was when I had to foreclose on the house. Charles and I had decided to 
bury Jasmine in the front yard, so she would always be home. I promise her every day that I’ll 
never make her leave home again. But I had to leave. I couldn’t pay off the bills on my own. 
Plus, I lost my job. School started up that fall and I would just sit there, staring off into space 
thinking of Jasmine. As a teacher you see so many students, some with really supportive parents 
and others that couldn’t give two shits about them. I got into an argument with one of the parents 
who had not cared at all about the well-being of their child. I wanted to know why. Why my 
baby was taken from me while theirs still lived. What had my baby done–what had I done–to 
deserve this? Hadn’t I done enough? Didn’t she know I loved her, and that I would never 
knowingly put her in any danger?” 
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 Lisa looked around at the large yard around her, at the house she had just purchased. The 
house that she hoped would become a home for her two children. If anyone had tried to hurt 
either of her kids like that psychopath hurt Hillary’s child, Lisa would kill them. There was no 
doubt about it. “Hillary, I’m sure you did everything you could. You can’t help what that man 
did.” 
 “But I could’ve kept her home that weekend. I could have told Louis that no, I wanted to 
spend the rest of my summer off with my baby. But no, I sent her off with a perve. What kind of 
mother does that? Not a good one.” Hillary started picking at her nails again, more vigorously 
than before.  
 “Hillary, I can only imagine that you were the best mother to your little girl.” 
 “Do you think she knew I loved her? Because I did. I did everything I could to support 
her.” She paused, and her face scrunched together in an expression of confusion. “I did 
everything I could, right?” 
 “I’m sure you did, and I’m sure Jasmine knows this.” 
 “I hope she does. I lost the house about a month after I lost my job. I can’t say that the 
school staff wasn’t supportive, because they put up with me for a long time before I argued with 
the parent who got the school board involved. I just wasn’t being a good teacher. After I was let 
go, I moved back with my parents. I didn’t want to put the house up for sale, but the debt kept 
piling up, so I had to. I thought about moving Jasmine’s body somewhere else, but what was I 
supposed to do—dig her up? I couldn’t do that to my little girl. So, I put the house up for sale 
and I hoped that it wouldn’t sell until I could get back on my feet or if it did sell, that whoever 
owned the house would let me come visit my baby.” 
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 Lisa thought about what Hillary was saying: let me come visit my baby. How could Lisa 
stop Hillary from being able to visit her own little girl? Hillary had already lost her daughter 
once before; was Lisa really about to take her away from Hillary again? 
 “So, what are you doing now?” Lisa asked. 
 “Right now, I’m working as a waitress at a restaurant downtown. I hate it. I get these 
looks from the locals that say, ‘That’s the woman who lost her daughter, poor thing’ or ‘she’s the 
woman who went crazy and asked a parent why her child died but not theirs.’ Can you believe it 
pays about the same as teaching did? But I can’t help but think that some of the tips I get are 
simply given because of sympathy.” 
 “Would you want to teach again?” Hillary looked up at the sky and shook her head. 
 “I don’t think I can. It’s just too hard.” She looked back down at the grave. “I have had an 
idea, though.” 
 “What’s that?” 
 “I want to go back to school and get a master’s in criminal psychology. I’ve been looking 
into it, and they got a really good program down at East Carolina. I submitted my application a 
few months ago.” 
“What made you want to look into that?” 
“I want to try and understand how Louis became the way he was, and maybe even help 
other people like him so that someone else will never have to go through what I’ve been 
through.” 
 “Hillary, that sounds like a great plan.”   
“But no, I can’t really do that.” She started shaking her head. “I left my baby once before. 
I’m not leaving her again.” Maybe it was a little of Lisa wanting to have this once-strange 
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woman leave, and maybe it was because Lisa actually wanted to help this poor woman who had 
been through so much to move on, but Lisa had the desire to help. 
 “Hillary, you shouldn’t stay here in this town. It’s filled with too many memories. I can 
only imagine what coming back to this house every day does to you.” Hillary began to stand up, 
her eyes wide with rage. Lisa also stood up and put her hand on her gun as soon as she did.   
“That’s right, you can only imagine! Do you know what it feels like to lose a child? You 
know that feeling when you walk into a room to get something, but you forget what it was as 
soon as you get there? Well, that’s how I feel, except I know what I am looking for, but I’ll never 
be able to get it back!” Hillary’s body began to convulse as she started to sob once again. She 
sunk to her knees on the ground. Lisa went over to her, not sure what to do. She bent down and 
hugged her from behind.  
 “I’m sorry, Hillary. I didn’t mean to make you upset.” She began to rub the woman’s 
back to comfort her. 
 “No, I’m sorry,” Hillary said, wiping her eyes and nose. “I shouldn’t have yelled at you.” 
A few seconds passed, with the silence being broken only by Hilary’s sniffling. “I didn’t even 
ask you, do you have any kids?” 
 “Yes, I have a boy and a girl.” 
 “Oh, that’s wonderful,” Hillary said, who was now smiling. She suddenly turned her 
body to face Lisa. “Promise me something, Lisa.” 
 “What’s that?” 
 “That you will love your babies no matter what and that you’re going to do everything 
you can to keep them safe?” 
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 Lisa smiled. “Of course.” Hillary continued to smile, and Lisa took a deep breath. 
“Hillary, I really do think you should go back to school, especially if that’s what you want to 
do.” Hillary thought about it for a few seconds, looked at the grave, and fervently shook her head 
once more. 
 “No, I can’t leave her alone again. I have to stay here because Jasmine is here,” Hillary 
said.  
 “No, she isn’t,” Lisa said. Hillary gave her a look of confusion. “Jasmine’s remains may 
be buried in a box under us, but that’s not Jasmine. I’m sure Jasmine was a beautiful, bright 
young girl who had a lot of energy and brought a smile to everyone around her.”  
Hillary began to nod her head. “Yes, she was that.” 
 “Well, that Jasmine isn’t here. She’s in the laughter you hear at a restaurant. She’s in the 
song you hear playing on the radio. Hillary, Jasmine is with you in the joy you find everywhere 
you go. She isn’t here anymore. You shouldn’t let yourself be constrained from going out into 
the world because of that. I bet if Jasmine was here now she would want her mother to be happy 
and to do what makes her happy.”  
Hillary sat there in silence for a few seconds, taking in what Lisa said. “Even if you move 
away, you’re not abandoning Jasmine,” Lisa said. “She’s going to be with you every step of the 
way, supporting you and giving you the strength to move on.”  
Hillary began to nod her head. “You’re right, you’re absolutely right.” She looked at 
Lisa. “Can I give you a hug?” Lisa nodded her head and embraced the woman. Once they 
finished hugging, Lisa helped Hillary get off the ground. As Lisa began to say goodbye to 
Hillary, the woman called her name. 
 “Lisa! I have a request.” 
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 “What’s that?” 
 “Will you come out here and talk to Jasmine sometimes? I know she’s with me, but she is 
also buried here, at your home. So, she’s kind of here with you too. Plus, I still like the thought 
of someone sharing Sour Patch Kids with her,” Hillary said with a chuckle. “I might be able to 
focus and get my mind on school, if I knew that she had someone there for her.” 
 “I think I can do that,” Lisa said with a smile. She watched as Hillary got into car and 
waved as she drove away.  
** 
 The following week, Lisa heard a knock on the door. It had been three days since Hillary 
had last visited; she said she was going to travel to Greenville to find an apartment, but that she 
would be back the next day.  
 “Coming!” Lisa yelled from her room. She approached the door and looked through the 
key hole to see Hillary standing there.  
 “Hey, Lisa,” Hillary said as Lisa opened the door. 
 “Hillary!” Lisa said with a smile. “Come on in!” 
 “No, I can’t stay,” Hillary said.  
 Lisa looked down at the gift bag was in Hillary’s hands. “What’s that?” Lisa asked. 
 “It’s just a little something for you.” Hillary handed the bag over to Lisa, who thanked 
her for the bag. “I just wanted to tell you that I found my apartment. It’s so beautiful. It’s a one 
bedroom, one bath, right in the heart of Greenville. The rent isn’t too expensive, either.” 
 “That’s great, Hillary!” Lisa said with a smile.  
 “And, I got an email from East Carolina this morning.” Hillary took a deep breath in, and 
Lisa followed suit. “I got in!” 
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 “Congratulations!” Lisa said, giving Hillary a hug. “I’m so happy for you.” 
 “Well, I couldn’t have done it without you. Even if I had been accepted before talking to 
you, I probably wouldn’t have gone back to school.” 
 “Why’s that?” 
 “Well, I left my baby once.” Hillary looked down at the floor. “I didn’t think I’d be able 
to leave her alone again.” Lisa placed her hand on the shoulder of Hillary, who looked up and 
smiled. “But I know my baby isn’t going to be alone anymore.” 
 “Who’s that, Mama?” Lisa turned around to see Caroline standing behind her.  
 “Caroline, this is Ms. Hillary. Can you say ‘Hello?’?” Caroline did as she was asked and 
began to wave. Lisa laughed a little. She looked back at Hillary, who had dropped the gift bag on 
the porch and whose mouth was wide open. Hillary reached down to grab it, not taking her eyes 
off of Caroline.  
 “Lisa, your daughter is so…pretty,” Hillary said. “She’s got the most beautiful blond hair 
I’ve ever seen. And what gorgeous brown eyes.” She grabbed the bag and handed it to Lisa. 
“Y’all take care now.” She turned and started to walk to her car.  
 “There ain’t no need to rush,” Lisa hollered.  
 “I’m not rushing,” Hillary said as she got into her car, never making eye contact again 
with Lisa. 
 “Caroline, can you wave goodbye to Ms. Hillary?” Caroline walked closer to the door 




 The next day, Lisa walked outside to the grave with the ten-pound bag of Sour Patch 
Kids that Hillary had given her. She had received a picture of Jasmine, who had wavy, blond hair 
and gorgeous brown eyes. She had also included a note that read: 
 “Lisa,  
  Thank you so much for all that you’ve done for me. I don’t think I’d be able to do 
this without knowing that somebody was watching over my baby.  
  Here’s a picture of what my baby looks like. Take care of her for me. Please. 
   Love, 
    Hillary.” 
 Lisa sat down with her legs crisscrossed beside the grave. She opened the bag of snacks 
and ate one. Her face reacted to the sour powder on the candy.  
 “How do you like these?” Lisa said with a laugh. Then she realized she was talking to a 
dead girl and sat quietly, chewing her candy. 
 “I don’t really know how to do this. Oh, I guess I should introduce myself. Hi, I’m Lisa.” 
She realized she was sticking her hand out as if someone else was going to shake her hand; she 
quickly put it back in her lap. “I know you don’t know me, and I never knew you. But I guess 
I’m a friend of your Mom’s. She asked me to come and talk to you every now and then.” A few 
silent moments passed.  
 “Look, your mom told me what happened to you, and I am so sorry you had to go 
through that. You and I—we experienced similar things. Your uncle did…” Lisa tried to find the 
right words, circling her hands around as if she was conjuring up the right words. “He did things 
to you, and a man, well, he hurt me in the same way.” Lisa sat there in silence, remembering that 
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night. She remembered the smell of his sweat, his breath fuming of alcohol. She remembered the 
feel of hopelessness being trapped underneath his body, the way his hands held her arms back.   
“A week or two after the awful night that I was hurt, I discovered that I was pregnant, and 
a few months later I found out that I was having not one, but two kids. I was devastated at first, if 
I’m being honest. I was going to be giving life to two constant reminders of what an awful world 
we live in. I considered giving them up for adoption once I had them, but when I held them in 
my arms for the first time, I knew that I was meant to be their mother. It wasn’t at all how I 
planned to be a mother, but I don’t regret for a day giving birth to my two beautiful children. 
“The man who hurt you took you too soon from this world. When I was hurt by a man, I 
felt like I was dying. I felt like I was dead for a long time after he hurt me. I thought that what he 
did to me was the worst thing that could happen to a person, but then your mother told me what 
you experienced.” Lisa could feel her throat tightening like a room with the walls caving in on all 
sides. She attempted to smile and placed her hand on the grave. “No one deserves to go through 
what we’ve been through. No one.”  
** 
Caroline looked out the window at the woman with dark hair who was kneeling near the 
grave where her mom had told her not to go. She was back.  
 “Mama, the crazy lady—I mean the lady—is back!” Mama had told her and Eddie not to 
call the woman “the crazy lady” anymore and that she would likely not be coming back anytime 
soon. Eddie suddenly ran to the couch and joined Caroline where she stood staring out the 
window.  
 “Mama, come here! The crazy lady is back,” Eddie said, squinting his eyes to get a closer 
look at the woman outside. “Wait a minute, Caroline. That’s Mom.” 
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“Smile for the Camera” 
When I was in high school, I had a part-time job at this old, country store down the road 
from my house. It’s called “A Step Back,” which I think it the most annoying and accurate term 
to describe that God-awful place. A trip to this store is literally like taking a step back in time. 
The aroma of smoked meats is apparent as soon as you open the front, screened-in door that 
squeaks with each coming and going customer. The original hardwood floors, maintained and 
shined with motor oil, creak beneath. The fans above spin slowly, attempting to calm the 
humidity only found in the South.  
At the meat counter located in the back of the store, the butcher stands, full of body fat 
and racist beliefs that have only been passed down from generation to generation. He’s a typical 
Southern butcher, stuffing homemade pork sausages while making inappropriate comments 
about them. He links the meat with his chubby fingers, and after his work is done, he wipes his 
hand on his apron, covered in blood. 
The smoked hams and pork sides, fresh from the smokehouse located outside of the store, 
hang on the white walls on wooden pegs. A hoop of cheese sits on the counter, while the large 
knife used to taste test the sharpness of the product lays beneath it.  There’s often a large group 
of customers with their phones in their hands, taking pictures of the unusual sights. Some are 
lucky enough to look through the door of the walk-in cooler at just the right angle to see the 
carcasses of two pigs that hang upside down. Their intestines have been removed, and so have 
their hearts.  
The place, the smell, the people, the uniqueness—they just don’t faze me anymore.  
When I first started at “A Step Back,” I could not have been more excited. I was finally 
going to be working at a job where I could talk to other people from all over the country. I had 
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previously worked for my dad at his farm, and the majority of his workers didn’t speak much 
English. I’d pass my time humming show tunes in the field or learning how to say a cuss word in 
Spanish. They were always fun times.  
Yet, I knew that working in sales would be more beneficial to me than continuing in a job 
where I basically just kept to myself. And, I had this dream that some big Hollywood producer 
would, for some reason, walk into the store and discover me. That’s why when I heard about the 
job, I immediately applied. I wasn’t afraid of blood or guts.  
I quickly came to see the job as a way to perfect my acting abilities. If you ever truly 
want to act, just work with the general public. When you work with them, you have to force a 
smile on your face when all you want to do is drop their meat on the floor and say that it’s “extra 
seasoned.” Take for example my experience with my favorite worst customer, Ms. Layla. How 
do I know her name? She has told me. Numerous times. Every time she comes, she reminds me 
of it.  
“I want to make sure you know who I am,” she used to say. “You see this face? 
Remember it. You mess up my order, and I’ll have a little conversation with your boss back 
there. I was good friends with him back in the day.” The first time she told me this, I was scared 
to death. No one had ever spoken to me in such a tone. After a while, though, I learned that Ms. 
Layla had nothing better to do in her life than complain about something. She had done it when 
she was married and rude, and she was going to continue her ways into her widowed and senile 
years.  
Working with her, I was able to practice portraying so many emotions, and since she was 
suffering from mild memory loss, it was as if each day was a clean canvas that I could create and 
perfect my art. I guess that’s why I loved waiting on her.   
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She always came in on Mondays at 4 p.m. Somehow, despite her failing memory, she 
remembered to come in to get her seasoned meat on Mondays. If she didn’t come in on a 
Monday that I was working, I’d figure she was dead. Would I call the cops to check on her? 
Probably not. She wasn’t that important to me.  
I used to look at the clock to see that its 3:59. I stretched my neck outwards and saw the 
little woman approaching, slowly pushing the cart that she barely stood above. She elicited her 
typical greeting of reminding me of who she is.  
“Yes, Ms. Layla,” I’d say with as much faux happiness that I could conjure. “I hope you 
have had a good start to your week.” 
Joy.  
“Today’s been all right,” she said, shrugging her shoulders and looking carefully at my 
hands as I begin to open the door to the meat box. “Did you wash your hands, boy?” I don’t 
know which is raised higher—her eyebrows or her ego. 
I asked, “Who me?” I pointed to myself.  
Surprise.  
“You’re the only boy back here, ain’t you?” I wanted to correct her that I am a young 
man, but that wasn’t in the script.  
“I did right before you came, but I will be happy to wash them again for you, Ms. Layla.” 
I said, smiling faintly once more as I turned to walk to the sink.  
I returned to the meat counter, and I already knew what she wanted—three pork chops 
cut a half inch thick. She liked them to fry, she told me repeatedly, and she could only eat three. 
No more, no less. She used to get seven when John was alive. He’d eat three, just like her, and 
then she’d give the extra one to their dog, Dog. He’s dead now, too. Or so I’ve heard.  
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I grabbed a loin, dripping with blood, from the meat box and placed it on the freshly-
wiped saw. I powered the machine, and slid the meat across the blade. The bones crunched, and 
the meat dust accumulated as the whole slab of meat was broken down into smaller pieces.  
I looked at the blade, its edge, its power. It amazed me how much strength such small 
ridges in metal can have. I cut the first slice at three-quarters of an inch, just to piss her off. I 
walk over to her and show her the first slice.  
“Too thick,” she said. “I like it thin so I can fry it.”  
“Of course, I am so sorry.” I walked hastily back to the saw, my head down and my 
shoulders rounded. I cut the next slice at just the right thickness. I walked back to the counter, 
and hesitantly lifted the chop for approval. 
Fear. 
I heard her sound of approval, nothing more than a mumble and a nod of the head before 
she turned away, and I cut the remaining two chops to complete the order. I placed them in a bag, 
priced them, and handed them to her.  
“Did you adjust the prices on these chops, boy?” I figured she would ask this, too.  
“No, ma’am!” I yelled, my eyes wide. “Chops aren’t on sale this week unless you get the 
whole loin.” I could taste the bitterness of the words as I said them.  
Anger.  
“Oh, maybe I’ll try that next week,” she said, before maneuvering her cart away from the 
counter to head to the check out. She never did. I saw her hobble away, and it was apparent to 
me that she was lonely with no one in her life that loved her. I tilted my head sideways as my 




She turned the corner and I started talking to my co-worker about her. My upper lip 
curled with each word, and my nose began to twitch.  
Disgust.  
** 
You see, there’s something about being in front of a camera.   
 As an actor, you have three options. You can act for the camera, for the theater, or you 
can quit acting altogether. Many people struggle to find roles in the first two options, which leads 
them to the third option. Or they decide that suicide is the best option for them. Poor things. But, 
there are a select few who get the chance to experience the glory of acting on stage or on film. 
I’m one of them.  
I’ve done a few acting gigs on stage over the course of my twenty-one years, but those 
experiences amount to nothing like what I feel when I’m on camera. When you’re in front of the 
camera, there’s only you, the cast and the crew. You get hired to play these roles because the 
producers expect that you will remember your lines and show up on set prepared to shoot your 
scene. One screw up by you and you will be the whole reason they have to reshoot the scene. 
The cast can grow frustrated with you if you make too many mistakes. The director might even 
cuss at you while the producers deliberate quietly whether or not they should recast your role. 
The writer will likely pace back and forth on set, scared that his “brilliant idea” of a story is 
going to hell because of this one actor.  
It’s exciting, nerve-wracking, and invigorating all at once.  
Sure, it can get tense in a live performance on the stage. Surrounded by the audience, I 
realize that if I make a mistake that I and my fellow cast will know it. Yet, the audience will 
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never know. If you’re acting with an experienced cast, which I aspire to only do, they will know 
how to continue so that the audience does not realize that a mistake has been made.  
Where’s the fun in that? There’s no edge to it.  
Plus, the light is always too damn hot and shines too bright in my eyes. Why stand on 
stage like an exhibit at the zoo when you can play the same character on screen and experience 
the beauty of it for the rest of your life? 
To me, the feeling of invigoration associated with film acting comes from the fact that 
you will never know who will watch your film. A film can be shared all over the world at once to 
people that you’ll never know. Even the people who tell you that they saw your movie might be 
lying to you. Some may find this scary, but I find it thrilling. It just motivates me even more to 
strive for perfection.  
Your performance is your legacy.  
Acting on camera allows you to make your character and your performance perfect. You 
can reshoot it if you are not satisfied, as long as your crew members do not get pissed. On stage 
though, you deliver your line and move onto the next, never to return again to speak the same 
phrase. Unless, of course, you have to repeatedly perform that part on stage the next night, or 
even the same day. The repetitive nature of acting on stage is another thing I don’t like about it. 
With film acting, however, you deliver your lines and you only move on once everyone feels that 
what the camera has captured is nothing less than perfection.  
There’s also beauty in the details in film acting. Oftentimes, the audience for stage 
productions are too far away to appreciate the little details on stage. They can’t see the emotions 
in your eyes, the color of the props in your hand, the loose button on your shirt. Yet, the camera 
can capture all of these aspects that go in storytelling, plus many more.  
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Many stage actors love at the end of their performances how they can line up at the front 
of the stage and, if the production was good, receive a standing ovation. I don’t believe in that 
bullshit. I think the best way to be appreciated for my work is to see my name roll up in the 
credits, up towards the fame and the glory that I’m only destined to one day achieve.  
That thought makes me smile.  
** 
I always knew I was going to like college.   
I come from a small town where the only available options to act were the annual 
Christmas play at my Grandma Jennie’s Baptist Church and the Christmas play at the other 
Baptist Church down the street. I’ve played all the male roles in the Christmas play throughout 
my life. Hell, I was baby Jesus for three years. At fourteen, I told my Pastor I wanted to 
challenge myself as an actor and play Mary, but he wouldn’t allow me to do that.  
Even in high school, there were no opportunities for me to perfect my acting abilities. 
The drama program was cut the year before I entered high school. The principal said that they 
had to allocate funds more responsibly, but I noticed that the football team received new 
uniforms the following year. They were always taking something—my popularity, my school 
crush, and finally the funds for the program that I was so excited to be a part of. Damn bastards. 
We did read Romeo and Juliet in our English class sophomore year, but I wouldn’t count 
that as acting. All we did was sit in our seats, scattered across the classroom, as we read the lines 
that no one had a clue the meaning of. I read the lines of Tybalt, because I refused to play 
Romeo. I could never portray such a pathetic fool of a man. It’s his own fault that he and Juliet 
ended up dead. I actually laughed when he died. 
53 
 
When I got to college, I joined an acting club that allowed us to partner with acting 
agencies. It was through this club that I developed my love for film acting. Yet, it was hard for us 
to get camera roles. I starred in two local commercials and three short films produced by students 
during my first two years.  
When I heard that the university was going to hold auditions for a feature-length film, I 
could not have been more excited. I really wanted to be a part of this, even though the film was 
going to be produced by students. This would enable me to get more experience acting before I 
pursued the serious, Oscar-worthy stuff I wanted to do. I was going to major in dramatic arts and 
journalism, and being a part of this film would look fantastic on a resume. If I couldn’t find a job 
as an actor, I hoped that I’d be able to get a job as a reporter. My parents didn’t approve of either 
of my majors, but can we truly ever appease our parents? 
There were two male characters in the script. I didn’t care which role I received, just as 
long as I could be a part of this film. Both roles would require me to go to a place that I had 
creatively never been to before. I would also have to use raw emotions—no bullshit allowed.  
I was ready for this.  
** 
Every day when I get home, I thank God that I live alone. The university makes all first-
year students live on campus, and I didn’t have the money to afford a room of my own last year. 
So, I had to live with Brandon. Brandon was either a really good actor or just really lonely. I 
think he was just a great actor because I don’t understand how someone could naturally act so 
happy and kind every day of their life.  
Every day when I returned from class, he would ask how my day had been. I’d say it was 
fine and then he’d shut up for the rest of the night. That was until he would ask to cut the light 
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off EVERY NIGHT before going to bed. My God, he paid for half of the room. He didn’t have 
to ask for my permission to cut off the fucking light every night. He would invite me to dinners, 
to parties and to any other outings that he and his friends went on. I never joined because I 
figured Brandon didn’t actually want me to come. He was probably just doing it to make him 
feel better about himself. I imagine he probably told his friends, Yeah, I invite my roommate to 
things and try to get him to meet more people, but he never comes. And his dumbass friends 
probably said, Aww, that’s so sweet Brandon. You’re such a saint.  
And if there was another thing that always pissed me off was how he was always smiling. 
Like, how the fuck does anyone stay that happy for so long? Everyone has shit going on in their 
life. I would have respected him more if he had just yelled “Fuck” one night and complained 
about everything wrong with the world. All I wanted him to do was act normally and drop the 
whole “I’m a happy person” act.  But I’d be lying if I said he can’t play the part well.  
Luckily, I don’t have to live with his ass anymore. I heard he’s living with one of his 
friends now. I’ve seen him around campus a few times this year, but I always duck and go the 
other way.  
** 
This film club that I’m involved with on campus started from nothing and has quickly 
evolved into a plethora of amateurs just trying to get their name on something semi-professional. 
When I first got involved my first year, there were just enough people to make one movie. The 
first films weren’t great, but we learned from our mistakes and made even better ones the next 
year. Now, it’s as if everyone and their mom thinks they can make a movie.  
I’m not only an actor but also an executive producer for the club, which means I get to 
choose what scripts make it to the production process and which get cut. If I have to read one 
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more damned script about vampires or space or some other stupid shit, I’m going to personally 
strangle someone. Whatever happened to making films that actually meant something in the 
world? I would try and write something, but I just don’t have the time. I have to focus on 
perfecting my own art of acting. I bet if I wrote something it would be pretty damn good, though.  
I have to admit, though, when I’m reading the submitted scripts that I’m looking for roles 
that I could play. Not roles that I think I could play well, because there’s a lot of those. I’m 
looking for roles that will actually challenge me as an actor, that will help me climb one more 
rung of the ladder until I reach that Oscar gold. I think I found the role that would do just that 
this year.  
It’s a script about this depressed young man who is contemplating killing himself 
throughout the entire film. Long story short, he walks down the main street to get some pills to 
off himself, decides at the counter that he wants to live, leaves the store and ends up getting 
mugged in an alley on the way home. The mugger, unsatisfied with the sole $5 bill in his wallet, 
stabs him with a knife. The man has a beautiful monologue at the end of the piece right before it 
fades to black, leaving the viewer with the realization that the man will experience death not by 
his own doing, but by another’s.  
I’d have to undergo a complete transformation for the role in terms of physicality as well 
as mental change. I’d have to lose a lot of weight since the man is so anxious that he can’t eat, 
and I’d really have to get into the mind of someone experiencing depression. I’m on a college 
campus, so it shouldn’t be too hard to find someone to talk to for research.  
I’m willing to do all of this if that means I get the role. I can be the next Heath Ledger for 
God’s sake. Think of Heath in The Dark Knight and what he underwent in order to play that role: 
he locked himself in a hotel room and kept a journal of the Joker’s thoughts in order to prepare 
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for the film. Sure, the combination of drugs he was on probably wasn’t the best idea, but he sure 
did make it a damn good film. His posthumous Academy Award was well-deserved. There’s no 
doubt about it. But when you watch him, there’s no denying why and how he won the award. 
He was no longer Heath. He became the Joker.  
Look at any of the other films he was in: 10 Things I Hate About You, Monster’s Ball, 
Brokeback Mountain. In all of them, you see Heath Ledger playing a troubled white man who 
has a way at tugging at your heart. But in The Dark Knight, you don’t see Heath. You don’t see a 
man playing a character. You see the Joker in all his glory. Behind the change in voice and 
physique, under the makeup and costumes, you completely forget that Heath Ledger was in the 
movie until you see his name roll up towards the Hollywood Heavens during the credits.  
Some people might argue that Heath took it a little too far in his film preparation. But I’m 
willing to go that far if that’s what it means to have a performance that’s as good as his was. 
** 
I felt pretty good about my audition as soon as it was over yesterday. I walked in with my 
head high and my shoulders back, being sure to make eye contact with each of the members of 
the crew seated behind the table. They were my audience, and they were there to see me. I 
intended to deliver a performance that would blow them away, showing them everything I had to 
offer.  
The room where auditions were held was small, with only one table and just enough 
room for me to take up the space. I dressed in casual clothes. This wasn’t like a formal business 
interview where your clothes made you seem more professional. No, in auditions, it was the 
actions you wore and the decisions you made in your performance that made all the difference.  
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The four members of the crew sat hunched behind their computers. I did the chit chat 
thing for a few minutes, answering each of the meaningless questions with the most passion and 
sense of gratitude that I could channel. I especially tried to keep a smile on the face of the 
director, this arrogant sophomore who thinks he’s the best damn director since Spielberg just 
because he took a few classes on directing and directed not one but two productions in high 
school. Nevertheless, I kept up the interested, kind thespian act until when I was prompted, 
where I took a breath and began.  
I chose a monologue from Rabbit Hole, this beautiful play about a couple who is changed 
physically, sexually, mentally, emotionally and spiritually after the loss of their son. The 
dialogue is beautifully written, and there are so many issues that the play tackles. I finished my 
monologue and was happy with how I did, other than not emphasizing the word “love” enough 
like I had rehearsed in front of my mirror alone in my apartment last night. I watched as the crew 
typed away at their computers and with smiles on their faces, they thanked me and sent me on 
my way.  
I walked out of the room and into the presence of Josh Saunders, the biggest bitch I’ve 
ever met. Sure, he’s a pretty good actor, but he’s an awful human being. He is the epitome of a 
professional actor—he’s good (well, pretty good) and knows he is good. He claims to have been 
acting ever since he was five, but I’ve got him beat there. I started acting when I was still in the 
womb; my mom thought I was going to come later but my script said to enter earlier.   
“Hey, Jacky Boy,” Josh says with a smirk on his face. “I didn’t know you were 
auditioning for this film.” He speaks with an English accent, which everyone has to know is 
fake. That accent didn’t exist when he went away last year to study Shakespeare in England. I, 
for one, don’t remember it.   
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“I didn’t know you were auditioning either, Josh,” I said with a forced giggle. “I thought 
you had left film acting in the past and moved onto the bigger, brighter lights of the stage?” 
“Yes, well, the theater groups on-campus this year are lacking in choosing shows with 
artistic merit. They’re doing the worst two jukebox musicals known to man: Mamma Mia and 
Rock of Ages.” 
“You mean a musical with Journey’s ‘Any Way You Want It’ being sung by strippers 
doesn’t hold the same artistic merit as a show like Les Miserables?” 
“Precisely.”  The door to the audition swung open, and the woman who I assume is one 
of the producers called for Josh. “Don’t want to be late. Let’s get lunch and catch up some time,” 
Josh said, backing away from me. 
“Sure thing,” I said, turning around to walk towards the exit. “Hey!” I called back at him, 
and Josh turned to face me. “Break a leg,” I said, meaning that I literally hoped he fell down 
some stairs today and break both of his legs. He nodded his head and walked in. I rolled my eyes 
as I exited the building. After the monologue I delivered and the performance I put on for Josh, 
there was no way in hell I wasn’t getting the lead in this film.  
** 
Sometimes I like to sit outside alone on the Quad or in the Pit and just watch people walk 
by. I like to watch how people interact with each other—the smiles, the laughs, the sexual 
tension that I sense between two people. I like to think of how these people met, where they were 
raised, what their grandmother was like, what their mom said when she heard them cuss for the 
first time, what happened the first time they got into an argument with someone, what happened 
when their hearts were broken for the first time, the first time they felt love, the first time they 
experienced disappointment.  
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What I’ve gathered from people watching is that Shakespeare was right: we’re all just 
actors in a play called Life. Who your screenwriter is up to your personal beliefs, and who you 
let direct your life is in your control. You can’t choose the people you are cast with, but we have 
to remember that they are also playing their own parts, forcing smiles to stay in character of what 
society expects us all to be.   
I see this guy walking towards where I’m sitting and he looks familiar. His hair is a little 
scraggly, and he’s got facial hair that’s grown in patches. It’s not really long, and it looks more 
like pubes on his face than an actual beard. He’s wearing sweat pants and a t-shirt two sizes too 
big for him. He looks like he’s on the verge of tears, a mix of sad and fury. We make eye contact 
and I recognize him as Brandon, my roommate from freshman year. He’s lost the glimmer in his 
eye, the smile he used to somehow wear each day. We make eye contact and I know that there’s 
no escaping him, so I nod my head. But he doesn’t speak. He doesn’t smile. He looks the other 
way and keeps on walking.  
I start to yell at him just to make conversation but I feel my phone vibrate and pull it out 
of my pocket. It’s an email from the director of the film.  
There has to be some sort of mistake.  
** 
As an actor you have three options: you can act for film, for the theater, or you can quit 
acting altogether. Most people never even get the opportunity to act and quit early on, but some 
prevail and keep trying to get roles. Many of these people are stuck in a waitering job until they 
realize that their dreams of acting are nothing more than dreams, while others find that the only 
way out of the mess of the life they’ve created for themselves is to leave this world and try again 
in the next life.  
60 
 
I’m not one of those cowards.  
Despite not getting the lead role in the film, the director must have been amazed by my 
talents in the audition room as he cast me in the supporting role of the Robber Who Mugs and 
Kills the Main Character. I intended to bring everything that I had to the role, despite his limited 
dialogue and screen time. This was just one small step on my way to Oscar gold.  
When we arrived the following week to start production, I had all of my lines memorized. 
I had already taken the liberty of doing my own character development exercises. I really wanted 
to get into the mind of someone who would rob and ultimately kill a stranger over a mere $5. I 
spent hours thinking over what would drive a man to become so desperate that something was 
worth more than taking the life of another. My character wasn’t named in the script, so I gave 
him the name Heath. I had to honor his legacy.  
When I arrived that night to shoot my scene, people were scurrying all over the set like 
deer at the beginning of the hunting season, with dogs on their tails and a man with a gun just 
waiting for the perfect shot. I could hear the director cursing from a few feet away at his 
assistant. The props manager came up to me to be sure that I had the knife I’d be using in the 
scene, and I told her I did. The costume designer walked over, gave me a quick one over, and 
shrugged. She approved, I assumed.  
When the producer called five until the shooting of my scene began, I began to inhale and 
exhale, closing my eyes to the outside world, focusing my thoughts on the character and only 
him. I had to be like Heath. I had to become the character.  




When the cops came later that night, Josh was dead from too much blood loss. The 
director didn’t call “Cut” until he saw the blood pouring from Josh’s side. He probably thought 
that Josh was just doing the best acting that he’s ever done before. But no, Josh was not acting. 
He, like me, became the character. I made what was written in the script happen on film. I did 
that.  
I overheard the director later yelling at the props master, wanting an explanation of how 
the hell I was given a real knife, but she assured him that she had given me a fake knife. But 
where’s the fun in using fake shit to film a scene? If we wanted to make this film as real as 
possible, shouldn’t we use the real stuff? There’s no edge to the fake shit.  
When the police took me into the station, I had to undress and put on an orange uniform. 
They led me to a room where I had to stand in front of a wall with various lines indicating 
different heights. I felt like Kevin Spacey in The Usual Suspects.  
The officer who led me there gave me a sign with my name on it to hold up in front of 
me. It was a little dingy, but it had my name on it. I held it up proudly as if it was my own Oscar.  
The officer told me to turn to the right wall, to the left wall, and then to face him.  
With the camera flashing and focused on only me, it was if I had my own personal 
paparazzi. I thought about my name in all the papers, how my face would be shown on all of the 
TV channels. When he counted down from 3 to take the final picture, I looked straight into the 





 My husband liked men but married me anyway.  
 I guess I should have seen the signs that Wayne was gay before I finally made the 
discovery myself. He worked as the assistant manager for his father’s construction company up 
until the day he took over. From sun up until sun down, he’d spend his days completing hard 
labor; mortaring bricks, hanging sheetrock and shingling roofs were just a few of the tasks he did 
from day to day. It may sound like a rough and gruff atmosphere, but when you truly think about 
it, it was the perfect place for a closeted man to be. Working in the scorching sun with a dozen 
other men, sweat sliding down their rippling muscles as they swung their hammers—that was 
enough for me to want to take a visit to the construction site.  
 I guess when I think about it now, all so many years later, I should’ve known that Wayne 
never really wanted to marry me in the first place. I guess I never really wanted to marry him 
either. I didn’t consider myself to be beautiful like Connie; whereas she had curly blond hair and 
blue eyes that sparkled in the sunlight, I had short brown hair that formed a permanent cowlick 
on the right side of my head and eyes that my big sister said were the color of “doo-doo.” I sure 
didn’t have the sense of humor that Lauren always had and of course, I was never beautiful like 
her, but I liked to think I was pretty damn smart. I was the valedictorian of my graduating class, 
after all. Never mind that there was only eighteen of us in there. I was one of the first women 
who graduated from East Carolina University with a bachelor’s degree in mathematics, and I was 
the first female certified public accountant that Edenton had ever seen. By the time I was twenty-
six, I had just moved into my own home. I had my own accounting agency in downtown Edenton 
that was slowly but steadily gaining clients. I was happy with the way my life was going. But my 
dad sure as hell wasn’t satisfied.  
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 My mom died when I was ten of cancer. It affected my dad and me greatly, but in very 
different ways. Her death inspired me to work harder in school, so that I would know each night 
when I went to bed that Mom was looking down at me from Heaven, smiling. Dad, on the other 
hand, didn’t take Mom’s death as an inciting incident for inspiration. He tried to start 
relationships with new lady friends, but none lasted as long as the relationship he made with 
vodka. When I found out that people started to call him “the town drunk,” that made me work 
that much harder to prove to everyone that I was worth something. But I never could let go of 
what my Dad thought of me. 
 “Tanya, did you find yourself a man today?” he would ask me every night when I came 
over to fix him supper.  
 “No, Dad, I haven’t.” 
 “Well, don’t live this life alone. You may find yourself clinging to the wrong things when 
you don’t have the right person to hold onto at night.” 
 “Okay, Dad,” I would tell him before I quickly changed the subject.  
** 
 Wayne and I met when his father decided that he wanted to take his financial matters 
elsewhere.  
 “Miss Cobbs, I’m about sick and tired of folks stealing from me. I had an accountant who 
stole money from me, an employee who stole two shovels and a nail gun, and a damned 
government that wants to take everything else from me!” I remember him sitting there laughing 
at himself after he said that, his beer belly jiggling with each snort of his nose. “Now, do you 
promise you won’t steal nothing from me?” 
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 “Oh, yes sir,” I told him with a smile. “I just want to make an honest living to make my 
mom proud.” 
 “That’s real sweet, Miss Cobbs. I tell you what, I do have one thing you can steal from 
me.” 
 “What’s that?” 
 “I got one son who’s probably around your age who needs a woman to steal him away! 
How about I have him pick you up this Friday so y’all can have dinner at Waterman’s Grill? 
Seven o’clock, sound okay? You won’t have to pay for anything, darling.” 
 I didn’t know what to say. I was happy with the way my life was, but if I locked in Mr. 
Carter as a client, I would be bringing in a large sum of money come tax season. Plus, I knew 
Dad would be thrilled that I was going on a date, and I know my mom wouldn’t want me to 
spend the rest of my life alone. So I agreed to go and I gave him my address to pick me up. Even 
if it didn’t work out, Mr. Carter at least knew that I tried, and so would my dad.  
 When Friday rolled around, I left work early and stopped by Dad’s to fix him some 
supper. I hadn’t told him yet about the date, because I knew if I had he would’ve pestered me 
about it all week long. He asked me as soon as I walked into the house what I was doing there so 
early, and I told him I had a date tonight but that I wanted to be sure that he got something to eat.  
 “Well, run me over and call me dinner, my baby’s got her first date!” Dad said. I had 
never seen the man so happy since Mom died. “Who’s the lucky fella?” 
 “It’s Mr. Carter’s son.” 
 “You mean Travis Carter’s son, of Carter’s Construction Company?” He leaned forward 
in his rocking chair, both hands gripping the arm rests.  
65 
 
 “Yeah, that one.” My Dad shot up out of his rocking chair when I said that. “Do you 
know anything about him?” 
 “I know he’s locked and loaded with money!” my Dad said, walking towards the 
bathroom.  
 “Is he a nice guy?” 
 “Who the hell cares if he’s nice? Carter’s Construction Company is one of the biggest 
construction companies on the east coast. Hell, they even helped build Dollywood. And my baby 
girl is about to go on a date with the owner’s only son.” He smiled again, a sight I had forgotten 
for so many years. “Come here, darling. We got to get you ready!” He grabbed the hair brush 
Mom used to always use. “Here, let me brush your hair like I used to and help you get ready.” 
 “Dad, I came over here to fix you some supper,” I said, waving to the kitchen with my 
hands. “Come on, I can get ready when I get home.” 
 “No, Tanya.” His smile began to fade. “All these years you been taking care of me. Let 
me help you, honey.” His face reminded me of one of those animals you’d see on one of those 
SPCA commercials that were overplayed. “I can take care of myself, honestly. If I get hungry, 
I’ll drive over to the McDonalds and get me a Big Mac. Or two.” He started to chuckle and so 
did I.  
I smiled a little and sat down on the bathroom counter, letting my Dad brush my hair. He 
hadn’t done that since before Mom died. I guess I missed it, but I never remembered the smell of 
liquor on his breath.  
When he was done brushing my hair, I looked through Mom’s things that still sat on the 
bathroom counter. Dad had felt no need to move them, as if he believed that she would’ve just 
walked back in through the back door one day. I found some of her lipstick, blush, mascara and 
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eyeshadow and applied them all conservatively. When I looked up in the mirror once all was 
applied, I could see my Dad smiling behind me.  
“You look beautiful, just like your Mom,” he said, holding onto my shoulders from 
behind me. 
** 
 I drove home from my Dad’s and waited until Wayne picked me up about thirty minutes 
later. He was five minutes before 7; I admired a man who was on time. I watched him from the 
window as he pulled up in his 1969 Plymouth Road Runner, red like a ripe, red delicious apple 
just ready to be plucked from the tree.  
He knocked on the door, which I opened. He was dressed in a purple button up and black 
slacks, with a purple tie with black polka dots tied around his neck to tie it all together.  
“Hi, are you Tanya?” 
“Yes, I’m assuming you’re Mr. Carter’s son?” 
He laughed a little. “Yes. Please, call me Wayne.” He held out his hand for me to shake. 
“Pleased to meet you ma’am.” I shook his hand as firm as I did with my clients, noticing the 
calluses on the palms of his hands as they rubbed against my own. His eyes were blue like the 
wings of a soaring bluebird, just like his father’s. We stood there in a few seconds of awkward 
silence, still holding hands from the shake.  
“Should we get going?” I asked.  
“Yeah, hop on in.” I closed and locked the door behind me. I climbed into his car, and we 




 I guess our first date went pretty well. I liked the conversation: he asked me about what I 
did, what it was like going to school in Edenton (he had gone to the private school over in 
Ahoskie), what I did for fun, and all sorts of other basic first-date things. I felt as if I was a 
business lunch with one of my male clients, except I wasn’t being told what to do or things that I 
already knew. For once, a man was eating with me at a nice restaurant, and he was actually 
listening to me speak about… well, me. It was nice, but something just felt awkward. Obviously 
I had no clue about his sexual desires, or else I would have never married the man. But, 
something made me smile when he called me the next night asking if I wanted to go on a second 
date the following weekend. 
 Maybe it was the way I could just imagine him smiling on the other side of the phone line 
when he called me asking me to go on our third, sixth, tenth date. Maybe it was the way he was 
the one who proposed that we took it slow, being that it was both his and my first serious adult 
relationship. Maybe it was the way his parents glowed when we visited their house together. Or 
maybe it was the smile on my father’s face when I was standing with him in my mother’s 
wedding dress. The doors to the sanctuary were closed, and the ones I loved most were seated, 
staring at the man I thought I loved.  
 “You’re beautiful, baby girl,” my dad said. “You look just like your mother.” He kissed 
my cheek. “She’d be so proud of you right now.” After wiping away tears from both of our 
cheeks, we linked arms and glided down the aisle towards a future that I never expected.  
 Despite my father’s approval, the beautiful gown I was wearing, the happy smiles that 
everyone donned when they heard that I was getting married to THE Wayne Carter, and all the 
other joy and excitement that is supposed to come with getting married, something still didn’t 
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feel right. When Lauren, who was my maid of honor, was doing my hair before the wedding, she 
noticed that something wasn’t right and asked what was wrong. 
 “Something just doesn’t feel...right? I don’t know, maybe I’m crazy.” 
 “Honey, you aren’t crazy. I felt the same way on my wedding day.” 
 “You did?” I asked her, my eyes growing wider with hope.  
 “Oh, yes, of course. I thought to myself, Am I about to spend the rest of my life with one 
man? Making his dinner, waking up in the same bed as him. Hell, even sleeping with him and 
only him for the rest of my life? I didn’t know if I was cut out for that.”  
 “Well, did you make the right choice?” 
 Lauren leaned in beside me and whispered in my ear, sending a cool shiver down my 
body. “Honey,” she said, “after my wedding night and all through my honeymoon, I knew damn 
well that I chose the right man to sleep with for the rest of my life.”  
 I wish I could have said the same, but that was definitely not the case for me. When we 
got to the hotel the night of our wedding, we laid our bags down and took our shoes off. Wayne 
and I both gave each other a look that said, Well I guess we have to do this. We took our own 
clothes off on separate sides of the room, looking across the bed at the other’s naked body for the 
first time. It just felt weird seeing Wayne in that way. I guess he thought the same thing because 
he asked if we could cut the lights off. I said that was fine. When we laid down on the bed and 
got into it, it just felt awkward. Sure, we had kissed before, but something wasn’t working like it 
was supposed to. I told Wayne that I was sure everything was fine, that I had heard it happens to 
every man at least once in his life. But he just shook his head, refusing to admit that this was 
going to affect him during his first time. After about ten minutes of trying, he was able to find his 
sense of happiness, but his eyes were shut. He had closed the curtains to the real world, to me, 
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and found his satisfaction through the show he found playing in his imagination. And from the 
moonlight of the night beaming through the windows, I lay under him, watching him with my 
eyes wide open, unfulfilled.  
** 
 I thought it was just a phase. I’ve heard people say that for the first few months, married 
couples have sex so much that they can’t keep their hands off each other. Lauren told me that 
about two months after she got married that she started mixing a spoonful or two of Nyquil into 
George’s sweet tea every night at dinner to make him keep his hands off of her at night.  
 But Wayne and I didn’t have that problem. We skipped right to the part where married 
couples don't have sex. We did the deed a few times each month for the first year of our 
marriage.  I did no initiating of any kind; it was always Wayne who proposed it. And by 
proposing it, I mean he straight up asked me: “So, do you want to have sex tonight?” 
I started keeping track of when it happened, and I realized that it was always on the 2nd 
and the 18th of every month. It was as if Wayne had scheduled in his mind that those two nights 
of every month would when we would have sex, so that he could say he had done it. I found a 
stash of the little blue pills in the glove box of his car one time, and I figured that’s how he was 
able to overcome the, well, the difficulties he faced on our honeymoon. 
 I started to feel like I had my daily chores of cooking and washing dishes, my weekly 
chores of laundry, vacuuming and grocery shopping, and my bi-monthly chores of dusting the 
house, having sex with the man I married, and scrubbing the rims of the toilets. After about a 
year of following this routine, I finally brought our unspoken sex schedule up while we were in 
bed on the 18th of February, 1976. The lights were turned off, but the night light that we always 
kept on in the bathroom next to the bed allowed me to see Wayne’s eyes were closed, as usual.  
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 “Hey, Wayne,” I said, looking into his eyes.  
 He stopped moving above me, opened his eyes, and looked down. “Yeah?” 
 “You know, we don’t have to do this.” I looked up at him and his face scrunched up 
together in confusion like a sharpei puppy. “I mean, that is, if you don’t want to.” I smiled and 
tried to be as comforting as I could.  
 “Okay,” he said with almost a sigh of relief, climbing off to lie down beside me. Within 
five minutes he was snoring.  
  Despite me not actually enjoying having sex with Wayne, I had this feeling, this urge for 
him to want to keep following our sex schedule. For him to have told me, “No, Tanya, I like 
where I am. I like this, and I love you.” I wanted him to want me and to show that he wanted me, 
at least. But that was the last time we had sex together, and we’ve been married for almost 40 
years now.  
I’m not complaining, though. It’s like Lauren always says, “Complaining won’t make me 
any younger.” 
*** 
 For the next month or two, Wayne would come home most days furious, as if someone 
had pissed in his corn flakes one morning and he just couldn’t get over it for nine months. I tried 
to make him happy, but everything I tried just wasn’t good enough. I talked to Lauren about it 
one day over lunch. She was almost six months pregnant with her twins, and she looked like she 
was about to pop any second.    
 “I just don’t know what to do, Lauren. I’ve tried making him his favorite meal, and he 
just eats it and pouts when he’s done. I’ve tried taking him out on a date rollerblading and to that 
new drive-in movie place that opened up in Belvidere, but all he wants to do is sit at home.” 
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 “Well, honey, you and I have already discussed that you and Wayne have entered the no-
sex stage of your marriage. And can I be blunt with you?” 
 “I wouldn’t want you any other way.” That’s what I loved about Lauren, how could say 
the first thing that popped in her mind and not give a damn about the consequences.  
 “Honey, he’s bored.” She took a sip of her sweet tea on the rocks.  
 “Bored?” I looked at her with my head turned sideways. “With me?” 
 “Oh, yes,” Lauren said, nodding her head. She crammed a handful of french fries 
drenched in ketchup into her mouth. She had a little ketchup on the side of her mouth, the red 
sauce bringing out the cherry lipstick that covered her fine, thin lips. I grabbed my napkin and 
wiped it off gently, making sure not to rub her soft skin too hard.  
 “But... but I’m not a boring person,” I said, shaking my head. “I’m a fun person.” 
 “Why, yes, dear, I know that. That’s why I love being around you,” Lauren said with a 
smile, and I couldn’t help but smile too. From the way the sun was coming in through the 
window of the restaurant, her hazel eyes sparkled like diamonds, her smile and her face just as 
beautiful as Joan Crawford’s. “Now, you’re going to have to make him want to spend time 
around you.” 
 “How do I do that?” 
 “Seduce him! Honey, God gave you that beautiful body for a reason! Use it to your 
advantage!” I could feel myself starting to blush. Lauren thought I was beautiful. Even Wayne 
had never said that.  
 “And once Wayne gets whatever is stuck up his ass out and realizes what he’s missing 
out on, then he’ll appreciate you.” 
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 So Lauren drove me to Belk’s and I browsed the lingerie aisle, an area that was as foreign 
to me as the feeling of passion I thought I’d feel from Wayne. I flipped through all of the items 
on the rack, but I couldn’t find anything I thought Wayne would like. Rather, I couldn’t find 
anything that I liked, that I felt comfortable wearing. 
The next thing I knew, Lauren was right beside me with a silky, black nightgown with 
lace trimming in her hand.  
“Go try it on,” she said. 
So I went to the dressing room and slipped on the night gown. It slid onto my skin like 
cool water, so light that after a while you kind of even forgot that it was there.  
I looked into the mirror and I had never felt so exposed before. Even when I had been 
without clothes with Wayne, the lights had been off so he had never seen my body fully naked 
for a long period of time. Just standing there in this loose piece of clothing made me 
uncomfortable. I had never worn anything like this before. I had never seen myself like this 
before. 
“Tanya, you look amazing!” Lauren said, as she stepped into the dressing room. I 
apparently did not lock the door well, as she so easily got in. “Hell, even I’m turned on,” she 
said, with an eyebrow raised and a smirk on her face. I could feel my cheeks begin to warm up, 
turning red like the blood pumping through my veins.  
I bought the gown immediately and drove home.  
 That night, I had mango-scented candles burning throughout the house, and Marvin Gaye 
playing on the record player. I applied bright cherry lipstick to my lips and sprayed an extra spurt 
of perfume under my neck. I left the door unlocked, and the porch light on.  
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When Wayne walked in the house, there I was—sitting on the couch in my gown. I was 
lying on my side, my right hand keeping my head propped up.  
 “Hey there, stranger,” I said, trying to my best Marilyn Monroe voice.  
 Wayne looked around at the dark room, at the candles, at the woman he pledged his love 
to lying on the sofa. “What the fuck are you doing?” Wayne asked. 
 “C’mon, baby,” I said, “Don't you like it?” 
 Wayne stomped across the room and grabbed for the blanket that hung on the back of the 
sofa. “Put this on before someone sees you,” he said. I used my arms to raise myself off the 
couch ever so slightly and look at him confused. 
 “What’s the matter?” I asked. 
 “Now, Tanya!” Wayne yelled. I had never seen the man so angry before. His eyes were 
wide, and he kept looking behind him at the windows to be sure the curtains were closed as he 
tried to cover me with the blanket. I put the blanket on my shoulders and wrapped it around my 
body. 
 “What the fuck is wrong with you?” I asked him.  
 He looked up at me and then started to make eye contact with the floor. “Nothing,” he 
said, walking out of the living room into the kitchen.  
 I rose from the couch and followed him. “No, something is wrong with you. What is it?” 
 He reached the liquor cabinet and pulled out the bottle of Absolut vodka. He grabbed a 
shot glass and poured some of the liquid into it.  
 “Damn it, Wayne, answer me.” He took the shot and looked up at the ceiling.  
 “I can’t keep doing this,” he said.  
 “Keep doing what?” 
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 With his right hand, he poured another shot of vodka into the glass, and lifted it to his 
lips. With his left hand, he gestured at the air between him and me. “I can’t keep doing this,” he 
said, finally making eye contact with me once more. And then he walked back to the living 
room, with the shot glass and the bottle in his hands. 
 “No, Wayne, you don’t get to walk away from me right now.” I could fear the tears 
stinging my eyes, my throat closing in like the walls of the garbage chute in the first Star Wars 
movie. Except this time, it was just Wayne and I stuck in the big, empty house.  
 Then it hit me.  
 “There’s someone else, isn’t there?” I asked him. “Answer me, damn it! There’s someone 
else, isn’t there?” 
“I wish,” he said, sitting down in his recliner. I wrapped the blanket tighter around me. 
How could I have been so stupid? Here I was, half-naked, trying to impress a man who didn’t 
even love me. He had money and everyone in Edenton knew it, so he was probably fucking the 
most beautiful woman on the east coast. Hell, I probably knew her.  
“Who is she? Is it Lauren?” I demanded to know. Oh, I hated that bitch. I was going to 
make her the laughing stock of Edenton. She tried so hard to be the most pure Christian in all of 
Edenton, yet she was nothing but a hypocritical bitch.   
Wayne took another shot. “You don’t really know him. You only met him once.” 
I was trying to think of everyone that I had been introduced to by Wayne and that I had 
met once. The secretary of his office; what was her name? 
Wait a minute. You don’t really know him. Him. As in a man. With chest hair. And broad 
shoulders. And a penis. That’s what Wayne wanted all along.  
I had to sit down.  
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It all made sense now. The way we’d go to a beach and how his line of sight would 
follow the muscular men as they walked by in front of us. How his eyes would stay focused on 
the underwear models featured on the outside of the Calvin Klein underwear packages that we 
browsed in the store.  
That’s why at his work Christmas party that touch meant so much.  
** 
I had been to Wayne’s Christmas work parties every year since we had started dating. It 
was your typical work party: there was spiked punch, finger food made by the wives and 
girlfriends, stupid games like White Elephant where you either won a bottle of cheap wine, 
lottery tickets that didn’t win shit, or a picture frame set that you were never going to use. There 
was a live band that played songs so old our parents would have sang along and a dance floor 
that was only used after all the punch had been drunk. It was the same thing, year after year. And 
it was the same people. That was, until last year.  
Wayne and some of his other work buddies had been huddled together in a group, 
probably talking about football, and I was over with the wives setting up the food when I looked 
up and saw Wayne talking to this guy I had never seen before.  
Jake was his name. He was a man, let me tell you, with curly brown hair and eyes so blue 
that would just sweep you away to the ocean. His muscles bulged out of the tight short-sleeve 
shirt he was wearing, despite it being 50 degrees outside. Those arms built houses all day, I was 
sure, and I didn’t think it would take much for him to break something if he wanted to. He had a 
contagious laugh and a smile so bright that you’d even start laughing if you were having a bad 
day. He had a joy-filled spirit, a spirit that had yet to be broken by the realities of the real world. 
But he’d learn one day. 
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“Who is that talking to Wayne?” I asked Rebecca.  
“That’s the new contractor. His name is Jake.” 
“Have you seen those muscles? Sweet Jesus, Mary and Joseph,” I said.  
“Honey, you’re telling me,” Rebecca said. “What I wouldn’t give to let that man build 
something for me.” She got closer to me. “And, I heard, he’s single.” 
And then I saw it. Wayne started to laugh and put his hand on Jake’s arm, right at the 
bicep where the muscle was just waiting to pop the seams of the tight cotton sleeve encasing his 
arms. Wayne’s hand was graceful, like someone reaching out to touch an elephant at the zoo. He 
had never touched me like that. Never.  
After Wayne noticed that I was staring, he brought Jake over to where I was standing.  
“Jake, this is my wife, Tanya.” 
“How do you, ma’am?” the man asked. His hair was thicker up close, and his jawline 
could go on for days. I felt like I was talking to James Dean. He held out his hand for me to 
shake.  
“I’m… splendid. It’s so nice to meet you.” I took his right hand in mine, and it was if my 
hand disappeared into his. It was huge! The palms of his hand were rough like sandpaper, and I 
could feel the calluses rub against my palm. This, right here, was a true man.  
“The pleasure is mine,” he said, winking his right eye.  
** 
“So you’re, uh…. So you like…” I said. Trying to find the right words was like trying to 
solve a Sudoku puzzle—it took time, patience and a lot of thought processing. I sat there on the 
couch leaned over, both hands out to my sides like guy wires that kept me sitting up and not 
passing out onto the sofa. I took a deep breath. “So you like men? Like them…sexually?”  
77 
 
 He sat there in his recliner, rocking back and forth, staring straight ahead and not saying a 
word. Now that I think about it, he had been doing that a lot around that time. The only sounds 
came from the squeak of his recliner, and the sound of a truck with loud pipes passing through. 
He sat up straight in his chair, his left hand grasping the arm rest of his chair as if he was falling 
through his seat, and his right hand clasping the bottle of vodka so tight as if my dad had just 
walked through the front door. I followed his line of sight to find that he was looking at our 
wedding portrait hanging on the wall above the television. I looked back at him and we made eye 
contact.  
“Yes,” he said. Then he took a swig from the bottle.  
 “Oh,” was all I could say. I loosened my arms a little and sunk into the sofa. Now I was 
looking directly at our wedding portrait.  
 It just didn’t sound right to me. It just seemed…unnatural. What the hell did a man have 
that I didn’t? Sure, I might not have long, silky hair like Lauren does, but my hair is still at a 
decent length and always shines in the sunlight like the models you see in fashion magazines. All 
the men I know my age were balding on top, but they somehow couldn’t lose any of the hair 
covering their chest, arms, legs, or on their back. Our visits to the beach every summer taught me 
that, and my daily interactions with male clients also taught me that a nose trimmer was an object 
foreign to most men but was something that should be on each of their Christmas lists.  
 A woman’s body had shape and curves where they matter, whereas a man had one of two 
shapes: he either had a flat, hairy surface or a body that was reminiscent of woman expecting a 
child, just covered in more hair. And, of course, men have that extra body part that, in my 
opinion, often looks like a caterpillar that’s depressed he can’t turn into a butterfly and fly away. 
Plus, most of the men I had met in my life were just moving bodies without emotion, afraid to 
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talk about their feelings in order to maintain their sense of toughness. Sharing any emotion 
whatsoever made a man less of a man. All the women I had come across, on the other hand, were 
genuine, compassionate, and not afraid to ask how you were doing or tell you how their day was 
in detail. Women just cared more, plain and simple.  
  Why in the hell would Wayne want a man? They were disgusting creatures, truly, sent 
here by God to test the nerves of women everywhere with their attitudes, their closed-off nature, 
their unnecessarily loud trucks and their indescribable amount of body hair that somehow 
couldn’t stop growing.  
  “How long have you known?” I asked him. I didn’t even look in his direction, but I could 
see him take another swig out of the corner of my eye.  
 “For as long as I can remember,” he said after taking a deep breath. “But it wasn’t until 
recently that I finally accepted these feelings.” 
 “Accepted them?” I turned to face him, and he looked away as soon as we made eye 
contact.  
 “I guess I always told myself that I was normal, just like everybody else in this town. I 
guess I thought that it was okay to find men attractive, because these feelings were just feelings 
that were going to go away because I was still going to marry a woman and take over my dad’s 
business and be happy like him.” 
 “Is that why you married me?” I asked.  
 “What?” he asked, now looking at me.  
 “Did you marry me because of your dad? Because it would make him happy?” He was 
still rocking, the squeaks of the chair breaking the moments of silence that kept appearing 
between us.  
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 “Yeah, I guess so.” He took another swallow from his bottle, and I turned away and 
looked straight ahead again.  
 I stared at our wedding portrait, I really looked at it. I looked at the way Wayne’s hand 
was placed on my shoulder. It seemed so stiff and awkward, like someone hesitant to touch a 
newborn baby’s head. I looked at the smiles on our faces, we both were grinning hard with our 
white teeth shining in the camera light. I never smile in a natural setting showing that much of 
my teeth, and neither does Wayne. Yet, there we were, both of us cheesing hard, showing as 
many teeth as we could to show how happy we were to get married.  
 “I guess I married you, too, because of my dad,” I said.  
 “What do you mean?”  
 “All my dad ever wanted for me was to find a nice man who would marry me and take 
care of me. He used to take care of my Mama when she was alive, and she used to tell him how 
much she loved him for it. But after she died, well, things changed. He drank more, he didn’t go 
out as much, and he just… existed. But one thing that never changed was him trying to find me 
someone decent to wake up to beside me in the morning.” I turned to face him.  
 “But I never wanted to get married—not to you, not to anyone,” I continued. “I was, well, 
I was happy before I married you. I didn’t need a man to make me happy. I guess the only reason 
I married you was because my dad wanted me to so I wouldn’t be alone after he died.”  
He sat there for a moment, and I could see on his face that he was trying to process all of this 
information along with the mix of vodka now entering his system.  
 “Let me guess—your dad wanted you to marry me because my dad was one of the richest 
men in North Carolina?” Wayne’s tone seemed to change. “Isn’t that right?”  
 “Oh, please, Wayne. As if you didn’t marry me just to prove to your dad that you weren’t 
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the little pansy he always knew you were.”  
 “You take that back, Tanya!” He leaned forward in his chair, pointing his shaky left 
index finger at me. I had never heard him use such a tone before, nor had I seen his nostrils 
flaring like this before. 
 “No, Wayne, I won’t.” 
 He leaned back in his chair. “That’s okay, Tanya. I’ll just divorce your ass and all that 
money that your drunk ass daddy thought you were going to get a share of will be gone for 
good.” He took another swallow from the bottle. He was about half way through it now. He was 
clearly feeling the effects of the alcohol now,  
 “Fine, Wayne, that’s totally fine. And I’ll just go call up your dad on the phone and tell 
him that you’re divorcing me because you’d rather fuck a man that your own wife.” No one 
talked about my dad like that; no one. I had worked hard to change the conversation in this town 
about my father, and I would not allow Wayne to bring those old character traits back. I started 
to walk to the kitchen counter where the phone was, but I heard a thump.  
 I turned around and saw that Wayne was now on the floor after apparently falling when 
he tried to stand up. The bottle of alcohol now sat on the side table by his chair, on the edge of 
falling off but stable enough. I watched as my husband tried to get off the floor but failed. He 
slowly attempted to crawl to me on his hands and knees, like the image I always had of the kids 
that I thought we would one day have together. Clearly, that wasn’t going to happen now.  
 Once he reached where I was standing, he outstretched his neck and looked up at me. He 
placed his hands on my hips, reaching up towards me like I can only imagine the Israelites 
looked like when manna was coming down from the sky. “Please, Tanya, don’t do that. Please, 
don’t do that to me.” I looked deep into his eyes, which were now filling with tears that sparkled 
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under the light. He slowly loosened his grip on my hips and sunk to the floor. He started to cry, 
and his entire body convulsed between each breath that he took. He was lying on his side in an 
almost fetal position, his hands wrapped around his chest and his legs drawing up closer and 
closer to his arched torso. I got down on my knees beside him and rubbed his back.  
 “Wayne, it’s okay, it’s okay. I won’t tell your father anything about this.” 
 His crying and heaving started to slow. He wiped his eyes with his left hand and looked 
over at me. “You promise?” 
 “Wayne, your secret is safe with me. I promise not to tell anyone.” I continued to rub his 
back in a circle.  
 “If my Daddy ever found out about this, well, let’s just say things wouldn’t go well.” 
 “Wayne, I’m sure your father would still love you. He’s your dad, after all. He has to 
love you.” He sat up and looked into my eyes. His eyes and the area around them were now 
stained red.  
 “You don’t know my father well then. One time one of my co-workers was talking about 
all the gay people up north dying of AIDS. The guy said that he was glad that it was taking out 
the gays. My dad came over and said ‘You’re damn right, boy. Let all those fags die out. The 
best part is that they’re doing it to themselves.’ And then he patted him on the back. Tanya, my 
dad, the man I have looked up to my whole life, patted someone on the back because he was 
happy to see someone talk about a whole group of people different from him die of a disease that 
our fucking government won’t do anything about.” 
 “I had no idea,” I said.  
 “If my dad ever found out about this, Tanya, he would do everything in his power to 
make sure that I knew he didn’t like me and would make it known to the whole world that I 
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wasn’t his son anymore. So please, please, promise me you will keep this to yourself.”  
 “Wayne, I promise.” I took his hand in mine. “I’m sorry if I scared you.” 
 Wayne took a breath and slowly calmed himself down. “I’m sorry for what I said about 
your father. I didn’t mean it. I know he’s tried to change.” 
 “Yeah, he has.” I paused for a minute, trying to find the right words again. “You know, 
you can try and change too, Wayne.” 
 “What?”  
 “You can change. I saw on the news that there’s these places that men like you can go to 
and you can get help. You can change who you love.” 
 “Tanya, I don’t think you understand. I didn’t just wake up one morning and switch on a 
light switch that made me think, you know, I’m going to like men now. It’s like I told you 
earlier, this is something that I’ve felt and known for a long time and something that I’ve only 
recently started to accept.” 
 “How long has it been since you really knew?” 
 “I remember when I first really knew, like was certain, that I was gay when I was 
watching this porno I rented from the Blockbuster.” He started to burst out laughing in a way that 
I had never heard from him before. “I don’t know why I just told you that.” 
 “What in the world?” I said, with a laugh. Who knew that Wayne rented porn before? 
 “It was starring a man and a woman. I mean, let’s be real, is Edenton really going to have 
a store that carries gay porn? Hell, no. I had never seen a porn video before, but I had heard my 
buddies at school talking about it. So I rented one and I knew I was gay when I became annoyed 
every time they did a close up on the woman. I just wanted her to get out of the way.” He started 
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to laugh, and so did I. He looked up at the wedding portrait once more, and his laughing slowly 
grew quiet.  
“No, I think I realized I realized something was different about me every time I went on a 
date with a woman. Even in middle school and high school, I felt like I had to find a particular 
girl in my class interesting because that’s what everyone else was doing. When I went on these 
so-called ‘dates,’ I felt like I was forcing myself to smile, to laugh, to act like I was having a 
good time with the woman in front of me, even though all I wanted to do was go home.” 
“Did you feel that way on our dates?” I asked. He turned away from the portrait to face 
me. 
“Yes, honestly. For a while, I thought it was just because I hadn’t found the right girl yet. 
Of course, I still had in the back of my mind that I found a few guys I knew particularly 
attractive, but I knew damn well that I couldn’t act on those feelings because that was unnatural 
in these parts. But to me, it was unnatural to be with a woman. It just didn’t seem right, even 
though it was supposedly working so well for everyone else around me.”  
“But we married each other anyways, didn’t we, Wayne?” 
“Yeah, and if I’m being honest, Tanya, I wanted it to work between you and me. I did. I 
thought that if I married a woman I could make myself straight. I could get rid of all of those 
thoughts that were apparently so unnatural to the natural order of things. I believed that I could 
make myself be happy. Hell, I know my dad was sure happy when he found out we were getting 
married. But all this marriage has done so far is remind me of what I truly want and who this 
world tells me that I can’t be. I come home every day frustrated at this life that I’ve made for 
myself because no matter how much I want to be what this world calls ‘normal,’ there’s no way 
that I can change who I am, Tanya.” 
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 “Of course you can. I told you, I saw it happen to a guy on TV. He was this guy who said 
he liked men and he went to that place and prayed and met with lots of pastors and now he’s 
married to a lovely lady and has two kids.” I put my hand on Wayne’s shoulders. “Honey, that 
could be you.” 
 “I don’t want to be changed, even if it is possible.” 
 “But the Bible says…” 
 “I know what the Bible says, Tanya!” He paused, his eyes wide. He took a deep breath, 
and I gave him a confused look. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to yell. I know what it says about man 
laying with man, but I know that it also says that God made us in his own image and that he 
knew about us and who we were going to be even before we were born. If God doesn’t want me 
to be this way, then why did he make me like this? It’s not like this is a personal choice for me.” 
 “What do you mean?” 
 “It’s like there’s a seed planted inside everyone when they’re born, and the plant growing 
in me is different from everyone else’s.” He paused, looked into my eyes and started smiling. “I 
want it to grow and grow, because I believe that whatever grows is going to be beautiful. And 
it’s grown over the years, but now I’m afraid that when it finally reaches the surface, the rest of 
the world will find it repulsive.” 
 “I mean, yeah. It’s not the way things are around here.” 
 “Yes, but they’ll find it repulsive just because they don’t understand the way it looks, 
because their seed is different from mine. So I have to keep my plant below the surface, or at 
least pretend that I have the same plant as everyone else. That’s the kind of life I live. I can’t 
change the seed that was planted inside me. I can either ignore it or I can embrace it, and I want 
to choose the latter.” 
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I was sick and tired of hearing about this. Sure, I felt sorry for the man, but my God, he 
married me. Even if I didn’t love him as much as my mother loved my father, we had still taken 
a vow to be with each other until death. I had lived with him for three years, and I thought I 
knew a good amount about the man, but oh, was I wrong. This was the first time I had had an 
open conversation with him. I was thankful that he shared this information, but also hurt. I 
realized I would never have kids of my own if I stayed married to him. I would never have 
someone who could truly love me the way I deserved to be loved. I would not have a sexual 
partner who could love me for me, only one who used his imagination to find his pleasure. What 
kind of life would that be? 
 I just didn’t know if I was cut out for it.  
“Well, if you want to embrace it,” I said, “why don’t you just come on out the closet and 
tell the whole fucking world what you like?” I stood up off the floor, and I started to walk to the 
kitchen. I could hear Wayne struggle to get off the floor behind me, using the couch to pull 
himself up.  
“Tanya, are you listening at all to me? I’m basically living a lie every day of my life! I 
can’t be who I want to be because the world tells me it’s wrong! My dad and my so-called 
friends sit in front of me and tell me that people like me deserve to die and burn in hell! And to 
top it all off, I’m scared!” I turned around and faced him. His eyes were glimmering under the 
ceiling light, his lips began to quiver and I could see him struggle to swallow before he burst out 
in tears. 
“Scared?” 
“I come home every day, Tanya, frustrated that I can’t be who I want to be because I’m 
too scared. Yeah, I said it, I’m scared. I’m scared of what the world will think of me, of what my 
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dad, hell, even what God is going to think of me. I’m scared of dying of that damned disease that 
no one knows a damn thing about and that no one is giving two fucks about because it’s only 
affecting men in a certain population that no one gives two shits about. I’m scared to be my true 
self because what if I don’t find someone like me who’s going to love me? But you know what?” 
“What?” I said with just the perfect amount of tartness that you could find in Lauren’s 
lemon meringue pie.  
“I’m also scared to live a life where I can’t be happy.”  
“Wayne, why are you telling me all this?” I shook my head and ran my fingers through 
my hair. This was a lot to process in one evening.  
“Because I want you to know who you married. Because I think it’s about time I’m 
honest with someone other than myself.” 
“Can I ask you something, Wayne?” 
“Yes,” he said, nodding his head. 
“Have you ever loved another man?” I looked at him with my right hand on my hip. He 
stood there looking down at the floor, leaning against the fridge while moving his right foot side 
to side at a rhythm reminiscent of a metronome.  
“Yes, but I wasn’t loved back,” he said, never looking up.  
“Well, how do you know that that’s what you want? Now, please don’t think I’m being 
rude in any way. I can learn to live with the fact that you like men. But I just don’t understand 
how you can believe that you love a man when you haven’t experienced it yet.”  




A few moments of awkward silence passed between us save the sound of Wayne’s foot 
sliding across the floor back and forth, but it was interrupted by the sound of the telephone 
ringing. I walked over to the other side of the room and answered it.  
“Hello?” 
“Tanya?!” The voice on the other end was frantic. I could hear the sounds of heavy 
breathing and even the voice itself said my name in a broken way. Despite the brokenness, I 
knew whose voice it belonged to. There was no one else who could say my name so sweetly.  
“Lauren? What’s wrong?” 
“The hospital just called me. Honey, George has been in an accident!” 
“Oh my God, Lauren, I’m so sorry. What kind of an accident?” 
 “I don’t know, all they said was he was severely injured in a car accident on his way 
home.” 
 “Do you want me to drive you to the hospital?” 
“Yes, please.”  
“I’ll be right over!’ 
“Okay, I’ll call the church and tell them to alert the prayer chain. Oh my God, no, no no!” 
Then she let out a scream so loud that I had to remove the phone from my ear. 
“Lauren, honey, what’s wrong?” 
“I think my water just broke.” 
** 
 I walked right on in when I got to Lauren’s without even knocking. I had driven twenty 
miles over the speed limit on the way there, and I wasn’t about to let the Southern practice of 
knocking before entering stop me. When I walked into the house, I followed the sound of Lauren 
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loudly taking deep breaths in and out. I found her hunched over the edge of the couch. Her shirt 
was drenched in sweat, and her pants were stained with red tinged fluids that came a few weeks 
early.  
 “Lauren!” I yelled as I ran across the room to kneel on the floor beside her, careful not to 
step in the bloody fluids pooled by her feet. I placed my hands on her shoulders.  
 “Is there supposed to be this much blood?” Lauren asked. I could see the belly button in 
the center of her large, rounded belly poking through her tight fitted shirt. To think that there 
were two new lives forming in there astounded me.  
 “I don’t know, honey.” I grabbed her hands to help her stand up. “Let me take you to the 
hospital.” 
 “No, I can’t. This can’t be happening. Not right now,” Lauren said. She let go of my 
hands and sat back down on the couch.  
“What are you doing?” 
“I can’t do this without George. We had it all planned out. He was going to be here and 
take me in his arms to the truck and drive the fastest he’s ever driven to make sure that his babies 
were delivered safely. He was so excited about them. I can’t do this without him.” She then 
groaned, placed her right hand on her stomach, and firmly gripped the sofa cushion with her left 
hand, squeezing it as if she were trying to make juice from an orange. “Damn it, kids, stay in 
there.” Her voice started to shake, a tone of voice I had never heard from her before. “Wait for 
your Daddy… please.”  
“Honey,” I said, bending down to her level so that our eyes met. “George isn’t here right 
now. He’s at the hospital, where you should be. I know you had these plans for how you thought 
this night was going to go, but honey, life doesn’t always happen like you plan it to. You can 
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spend your whole life trying to make things go the way you want them to, but all you’re going to 
end up doing is disappointing yourself because life doesn’t live up to your expectations. People 
fuck up your plans, and shit happens that you don’t expect. That’s just the way life goes 
sometimes.”  
Lauren started to cry, a sight that I never thought I would see in my life. Lauren had 
always been so strong and was never afraid to tell something like it was. Yet, here she was, 
refusing to go to the hospital because she didn’t want her husband to miss out.  
“George can’t be here right now, Lauren.” I took a deep breath. “But I am. Please, let me 
take you to the hospital. George is going to want to see both of his beautiful babies born healthy, 
and he is going to want to make sure his beautiful wife if healthy too. C’mon, let’s go for him.” I 
held out my hands.  
Lauren looked up at me, wiped away the tears from under her eyes, and took my hands. 
** 
 I made sure to remain optimistic about George when I was driving Lauren to the hospital. 
That’s all she wanted to talk about on the way there. “Do you think George is okay? Is he going 
to be mad at me for not waiting for him?” I tried to keep her calm, telling her to just hang on, that 
we were almost there, everything was going to be alright. All of them promises that I knew I 
couldn’t keep and that I had no control over. I gave her my right hand to squeeze when the wave 
of pains hit again.   
 I swerved hard into the hospital entrance and drove quickly to the door. I smacked the 
gear into park and busted out of my door like a mouse with a cat on his tail. I ran to the other side 
and helped Lauren out of the car. I put her left arm over my shoulder to try and help her walk. I 
could feel her breasts rub against me as she leaned more and more into me.  
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 “It’s okay, Lauren, we’re here, we’re here.” The automatic doors swung open as we 
approached. “We need a wheelchair!” I saw the woman at the front desk spring up as she saw the 
two of us walk in, and she quickly brought a wheelchair over for Lauren.  
 “How far along are you?” The nurse asked.  
 “I’m about three weeks early,” Lauren said. “Where’s my husband?” 
 “We can worry about your husband later, dearie,” the nurse said. The cherry red lip gloss 
of her luscious lips sparkled against her black skin. “Right now, we have to focus on you and 
your baby.” 
 “Babies,” I said. The nurse looked at me confused for a minute, and then her eyes 
widened and she tilted her head sideways. 
 “Girl, you got two babies in there? Sweet Baby Jesus!” The nurse sprinted over to the 
check-in counter, reached over and grabbed the phone to call a doctor. I bent down beside 
Lauren and grabbed her hand.  
 “I’m going to go move my car out of the way.” Her hand was smooth like butter in mine. 
I could’ve sat there forever, her hands in mine. Something about it just felt...right. “I’ll be right 
back, I promise.” She nodded her head, and I forced myself to let go. I ran out as the door slid 
open, hopped in my car and started to drive.  
 Of course, it took me a few minutes to find parking, and this idiot didn’t see me driving 
down the same row that they were pulling out. And then they wanted to take their sweet and 
precious time backing out, as if they were Dolly Parton or somebody else famous who could do 
whatever the hell they wanted to. When the jackass finally got out of my way, I quickly pulled 
into their vacant spot, hopped out, and slammed and locked the door behind me before sprinting 
back to the door as if I was Usain Bolt.  
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 I noticed that Lauren, the wheelchair she was in, and the nurse with the pretty lips were 
nowhere to be found when the glass door slid open. I looked around the waiting room and down 
the hallways that led to the restrooms and vending machines. No sign of any of them.  
 The door that led to the back rooms where patients would be seen suddenly flung open, 
and a short, old woman waddled out like a penguin. Her small head looked disproportionate to 
the rest of her body. She had her hair tied up with a purple hair tie that matched her polka-dotted 
glasses with frames as thick as the pork chops I get at the country store down the road. She must 
have been new to Edenton, because I had never seen the woman before. There weren’t that many 
people that lived here.  
 “Excuse me, ma’am?” I asked the woman. She turned to face me, and her eyebrows 
raised up as if she had just underwent Botox surgery. “I just dropped off someone. Last name is 
Bates.” 
 The woman’s eyebrows fell at the same pace as honey dripping from the bottle. “Are you 
a member of the Bates family, dear?” 
She probably wouldn’t let me go back there to be with Lauren if I wasn’t family, so I lied 
and told her that I had just married into the Bates family.  
“Well, I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but Mr. Bates is dead.” 
“What?” I started to shake my head. “How can that be?” Lauren had just been here. She 
was right here. I should have never left her. It then hit me that she said “Mr.” and not “Mrs. 
Bates.”  
“Wait, one second, you said, ‘Mr. Bates?’ As in George Bates?” 
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“Yes, he’s the one. The ambulance was called and they arrived on scene within a few 
minutes. Said it was the worst car accident they’ve seen in years. He was unconscious when they 
found him, but he was declared dead as soon as he arrived.” 
“What happened?” 
“Apparently Mr. Bates pulled out of his house in Edenton Lake and Harbor and went to 
turn onto the highway without looking both ways. An 18 wheeler was coming to his left and t-
boned him. Ambulance said his wife wouldn’t stop crying over his body.” 
“His wife?” Who did she mean? Lauren had been home the whole evening.  
“Yeah, said she was a real pretty little thing with short, blonde hair. They said they had to 
peel her off of him to put him in the ambulance.” 
“And you said all this happened in Edenton Lake and Harbor?” 
“Yes, ma’am.” The woman tilted her head to the side. “That is where Mr. Bates lives, 
isn’t it?” That was not at all where he and Lauren lived. They lived in the more rural part of 
Edenton, surrounded by farmland save a little trailer that was literally within pissing distance of 
their house and owned by someone that no one around here knew. Who in the hell was this 
blonde woman?  
It was then that the door to the back swung open and the nurse with the nice lips came 
out.  
“You!” the woman said, pointing her right index finger at me. “Come with me.” 
 I looked at the older lady and with a smile, I nodded my head. I followed the nurse with 
the nice lips down the hall. Now that I was behind her, I noticed how curvy her body was. My 
goodness, I had never seen such wide hips before. I wonder if she had had children.  
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 “Your friend hasn’t stopped asking for you since you went to move the damn car,” the 
nurse said.  
 “Really?” I could feel my face start to blush, and I could feel the muscles in my face 
begin to move up as if they were being pulled up by a puppeteer, forming a smile. Lauren had 
been asking for me. She wanted me to be by her side.  
 When we made it to the room, I ran over to Lauren’s side and grabbed her soft hands 
again. She was now wearing a hospital gown, her dirty clothes thrown down on the ground. Her 
hair was a sweaty mess, and I pushed what I could of it out of her face to prevent it from sticking 
to her skin.  
 “I’m going to get the doctor,” the nurse said before exiting. “I don’t know where the hell 
he is.” 
 “Tanya, I thought you had left me!” Lauren said.  
 “No, Lauren, no. I would never leave you.” 
 “Did you see George anywhere in the waiting room?” She looked up at me, her face 
reminding me of a basset hound. I debated telling her about what I had heard from George, but I 
didn’t want to upset her. She had two babies to deliver.  
 “No, I didn’t see him on my walk up,” I said. That technically wasn’t a lie. But she let go 
of my hands, and I could feel as if the puppeteer who was controlling me over let go of my 
strings to let my smile fall.  
 “Oh, I hope he’s okay. I didn’t even get to ask the nurse about him because the 
contractions started-” she then let out a scream, the loudest of all of her screams I had heard that 
evening. I reached out my hand and she grabbed it once more, squeezing as hard as she could.  
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 The doctor and the nurse walked into the room. The doctor sat down on his rolling stool, 
asked Lauren to lie back and place her feet on the metal footrests, and examined her. He quickly 
rolled over to the sink, washed his hands and put gloves on. The nurse hooked Lauren up to an 
IV.  
 “Judy,” he said to the nurse, “will you please get another nurse; maybe two?” 
 Lauren never let go of my hand, and I didn’t let go of hers.  
** 
 It’s truly extraordinary to witness new life being brought into the world. These innocent 
creatures have spent months inside their mother, growing and developing into who they are 
destined to be. And then, just like that, they come out. They often scream when they come out, 
and I’ve often wondered why. Maybe they scream because they know that they’re about to start 
breathing in something new, something different than what they’ve been used to, and that scares 
the shit out of them. Maybe they scream because they just want to stay where they were, where 
they think is safe despite knowing that their life must move forward. But maybe, just maybe, 
they scream when they come out because they’re happy to finally be free and out in the world.  
 I sat there in the hospital bed with Lauren for a few hours after the delivery was over. She 
had given birth to two beautiful girls; she had named them Annabelle Rey and Leah George. The 
nurse had taken the girls to have baths, and I laid there beside Lauren as she rested. She had done 
such an outstanding job. She held onto me throughout the whole time, and she followed the 
doctor’s orders. When he told her to rest, she always looked up at me. I would smile down at her, 
kiss the top of her hand, and tell her how great she was doing.  
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 She asked two or three times about George, and I told her I didn’t know. After the third 
time she said, “I hope he’s not going to be mad at me. I know he really wanted to be here for 
their birth.” 
 “He’s not going to be mad at you, dear,” I told her. “No one can be mad at you.” I wiped 
away the sweat beading at her forehead with the towel that the nurse gave me. “You’re about to 
bring two beautiful babies into this world. George is going to be thankful and blessed that you 
did that for him, not mad.” She didn’t mention his name anymore.  
 As we laid there on that bed together with Lauren’s head on my shoulder, over the 
consistent sound of Lauren’s heartbeat coming from the monitor, I thought about Wayne. I 
hadn’t called or talked to him since I got here. I hadn’t given him an update on Lauren. I hadn’t 
told him about George. They had been good friends, so I’m sure he was going to be devastated. 
But I couldn’t help but wonder if he was worried about me. I knew he didn’t really love me like 
a typical husband would, but did he still care about me at least? To know that I had made it 
safely to the hospital? What if what happened to George today happened to me? Would Wayne 
be sad, or would he feel free like those beautiful babies? 
 The quiet sound of Lauren’s heart beat was interrupted by a knock on the door. Expecting 
it to be Nurse Judy, I said “Come in” loud enough for the person to hear me without waking up 
Lauren.  
 The door swung open and two police officers stood in the door frame. They, being men, 
didn’t understand how to open a door without making a scene, and ended up slamming the back 
of the door into the wall. This woke up Lauren, who slowly lifted her head off my shoulder. I 
could feel a damp spot on my shoulder now from her sweat, but I was in no rush to wash it off.  
 “Good evening, ladies. Which of you two is Mrs. Lauren Bates?” The taller officer said.  
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 “That would be me,” Lauren said. The taller officer looked at the shorter one, and they 
both removed the hats from their heads.  
 You know, I thought the sound of a woman screaming while giving birth was the worst 
kind of scream there was. But it compares nothing to the sound of a woman screaming when she 
finds out the man she loved has died. 
** 
George’s funeral took place four days later. Looking back, those 96 hours passed in a 
blur, but God, how I wish that week would’ve just slowed down. What I wouldn’t give to live 
those few days again.  
The doctor asked Lauren to stay in the hospital for a couple days to run some tests. The 
babies had decided to come early after the amount of stress that Lauren was under, and the 
doctor just wanted to be sure that she and the babies were okay. It’s obviously unrealistic for a 
woman to be okay when she’s just given birth to two kids and now doesn’t have a husband to 
support them. 
But I was there.  
I slept right beside Lauren in the hospital bed for those two days she was asked to stay. 
The only times I left her side was to go get the necessities, like food and clothes, from my house 
or Lauren’s, and to run any errands Lauren needed done for the funeral.  
Luckily, George’s parents were still living in Edenton, and they had taken on most of the 
responsibility for the funeral. They picked out the casket, organized where the service would be, 
and paid most of the funeral debts. They felt the pain of losing a son, but they told Lauren the 
night of his death that they had no idea what it was like to lose a husband and to now have two 
children to raise and provide for. They vowed to help her in any way that they could.  
97 
 
They also let their home take on the role of being the official gathering place for 
Edentonians to mourn George. The people of Edenton brought a variety of covered dishes to 
their home, along with a wide array of stories. Some had only met George once and thought he 
was a kind soul, while others sat for hours talking about experiences that they and George had 
shared over the years hunting, while in college or at work. Everyone there talked about how “he 
was an angel taken from this world too soon,” but no one knew what I knew about the blonde 
woman.  
I hadn’t told Lauren about it, and I dared not to. She had enough on her plate right now. 
The only other people I could tell would be my dad or Wayne. I hadn’t talked to Wayne since the 
night he came out to me. I had purposefully stopped by the house to grab some clothes only at 
times when I knew he was regularly scheduled to work.  
I knew that if I told my dad about the blonde woman, he’d tell me that it would be the 
catalyst for gossip among the town. He had been the victim of Edenton gossip so many years ago 
and he was still trying to improve his reputation. So, I decided it was best to keep it to myself. 
Of course, I had the urge to tell her that her husband had probably been a cheating 
bastard; she deserved better, if you ask me. But I didn’t tell her then. I mean, I had plenty of 
opportunities since I was around her enough. After spending the few days by her side at the 
hospital, I helped her load up my car with the babies and drove her home. Her in-laws didn’t tell 
anyone that she was coming home, because they didn’t want her to be swamped with a bunch of 
visitors when she, and the babies, needed rest. So, it would just be us at the house.  
As we approached the house, Lauren grew silent. When I put the car in park, she sat there 
silently for a few seconds, just staring at the house. Then she stared at the carport, which now 
had one empty spot. She slowly unbuckled her seat belt and grabbed one of the twins on the 
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backseat. As she walked up, she had a diaper bag in one hand and in the other was the child 
sleeping in a baby carrier. I held the other child, who was also sleeping in a carrier, in one hand, 
and a bag of dirty clothes in the other.  
I stood behind her on the back porch of her hand, watching as she fiddled through the 
diaper bag for her keys. She was dressed in sweatpants that were just a little too big and that 
hung slightly off of her wide hips. Her hair was pulled into a ponytail that laid/lay over the faded 
I Love Lucy t-shirt she wore. I had never seen her before with her hair pulled back; it was 
normally fixed as if each strand of her silky hair was given by God and put in a specific place. 
Despite this, she was still breathtaking. She made looking comfortable appear to be gorgeous in 
her own unique way.  
She kept digging through the diaper bag, starting with the outside pocket and moving her 
hand frantically into the inside of the bag. I watched her, the wind gently blowing in my face, as 
she set the baby carrier down gently on the porch beside her and took the purse off her shoulder. 
She bent over, using two hands now instead of one, sifting through the bag. Her back was still 
turned to me, so her pants sagged just a little, revealing the lining of her hot pink Victoria’s 
Secret underwear. I started to look away after I thought I was staring too long, but her head 
starting to shake back and forth as she dumped the contents of the bag out onto the porch.  
“Lauren, honey, what are you doing?” I placed the baby carrier I was holding down softly 
beside where I was standing and bent down beside Lauren. Her lip was quivering and her eyes 
were red as the tears slid down her face like melted butter in a hot pan turned upright.  
“I can’t do this, Tanya.” She started to take a breath and broke down completely. “I can’t 
do it,” she said, her words fragmented by her whimpering. I sat down on the porch beside her, 
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pulling her into my arms. Her head rested against my breasts, and I already knew that the shirt 
was going to be stained with tears. But it didn’t bother me. Not one bit.  
“If anyone can do it, it’s you, honey,” I said. “You are the strongest woman I know.” 
“I can’t do it without George!” she screamed at me. The mention of his name made her 
cry into my chest even harder. When I heard his name, I had to stop myself from flaring my 
nostrils in disgust. Cheating bastard. Who the hell would want anyone else when you have the 
most beautiful woman in the world lying next to you in your bed at night? 
“Honey, I’m sure George wasn’t worried about if anything happened to him or not 
because he knew how strong you are. He knew you could raise these beautiful children and help 
them become intelligent, independent women just like their mother. I mean, look at them.” Her 
head slowly rose out of my lap as we both turned our heads to face the kids. Both of the girls 
were still sound asleep. 
“You’ve got to be strong for them, Lauren,” I said, grabbing her hand. She squeezed my 
hand back in agreement. She leaned forward and placed her forehead on mine, giving me a faint 
smile.  
“I can do this.” 
“You’re damn right, you can.” I smiled back. “And you’ve got me for as long as you 
need me to stick around.” 
“Would you stay with me for a few days?” she said, dabbing her eyes dry with her shirt. 
“That is, if you don’t think Wayne wouldn’t mind,” she added. I tried to not blush, but I couldn’t 
help it. She wanted me to live with her. I don’t even think Wayne truly wanted to live with me, 
let alone sleep in the same bed.  
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“I’d be honored,” I said. “I don’t think Wayne would care, either. Let’s go in the house, 
dear.”  
“But I can’t find the key.” She pointed at the pile of diapers, diaper wipes and various 
other baby items laying in disarray on the porch. “It’s obviously not in this damn diaper bag 
where I thought I put it.” 
“Did you check your coat pocket?”  
She reached into it and pulled out her ring of keys. “What would I do without you?” she 
asked. I helped her up off the porch. She unlocked the door as I picked up the baby carriers. We 
entered the house and shut the door behind us.  
** 
 That was the first night I slept with Lauren.  
 Let me clarify that. That was the first of many nights that Lauren and I slept in the same 
bed together.  
 I helped her wash all of the dirty clothes that she had accumulated while in the hospital, 
and I also started dinner for us. I was making garlic parmesan salmon, one of Lauren’s favorite 
dishes that I cook.  
I also helped her get the babies to sleep, and I tried to keep Annabelle calm while Lauren 
breastfed Leah. Lauren said that she was going to breastfeed the kids because if God was going 
to give her free milk, she was damn well going to make sure that somebody was going to drink 
it. 
 I couldn’t say that I had ever seen a woman’s breast exposed like that to me before. I 
thought that most women attempted to keep their bodies covered when breastfeeding, but Lauren 
just took her shirt and bra off completely and sat down on the couch to feed them. It was like she 
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didn’t give a damn who saw her because she was proud of her body. If I looked like her, I might 
consider doing the same. Once Leah was done eating, Lauren asked me to bring her Annabelle. I 
did so, and I did my best not to stare at her open chest. It just seemed so wrong to stare at her like 
that. 
Once the babies were asleep, I took a shower in the guest bathroom and got ready for 
bed. I walked to Lauren’s room and knocked softly on the door.  
“Good night, Lauren.” I didn’t get a response, so I knocked again and still heard nothing. 
I quietly opened the door and saw Lauren lying on the bed. She was lying on her side, her arm 
outstretched to the other side of the bed. Her hand was moving up and down the empty space 
beside her.  
“I’ve never slept in a bed by myself before,” Lauren said. “I got married right out of high 
school. I went from sharing a bed with my two younger sisters to sharing a bed with the man I 
married.” Her body started to shake and she rolled over on her stomach, crying into the pillow. I 
tiptoed over to the bed and bent down beside her.  
“Do you...do you want me to sleep here...with you?” God, that sounded so awkward, so I 
added very quickly, “Just so you don’t have to sleep alone.”  
She looked up at me slowly, and said, “Would you?” I nodded my head and told her to 
scoot over.  
I climbed into the bed where she had been lying, as she moved over onto the side George 
used to sleep on. The light in the room was still on, and I could see her looking at the pillow she 
was now lying on. She then looked up and around the room, as if this was a different perspective 
for the same place she had seen a thousand times over. She looked overwhelmed, so I put my 
hands out. She took my hand and I slid over to her side of the bed.  
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I wrapped my arms around her and pressed my body against her warm backside.  
“George used to snuggle with me, too,” she said. “It helped me go to sleep.” I laughed a 
little.  
“Well, you can rest now. I’m not going anywhere.” I reached over and cut the light off, 
and then returned to my former position.  
Holding her arms around mine, I noticed that her arms were smooth like butter, and she 
smelled like cocoa butter. Her hair, on the other hand, smelled like coconut, fresh from the tree 
of deserted island. It’s funny to think that because that night I had a dream that I was stranded on 
an island. It was just me, Lauren and the girls. We had crash landed on this island, and the pilot 
had died due to the impact. I didn’t know how long we had been on the island, and I didn’t know 
if we were going to be rescued, but somehow, I wasn’t scared. I was… happy? Something just 
felt right about being alone with just Lauren and the girls.  
I woke up smiling in the middle of the night, my arms still wrapped around Lauren.  
It was then that I remembered what my dad always said: “Don’t live this life alone. You 
may find yourself clinging to the wrong things when you don’t have the right person to hold onto 
at night.” I realized right then and there, that I thought I had finally found the right person to 
hold onto.  
** 
The funeral took place the next day; it was simple, nothing too extravagant. The funeral 
spray was beautiful, a vibrant display of white lilies and purple daisies. The preacher spoke a 
little longer than what I thought he should, which was typical of him. He ended his speech just 
like every other preacher I heard, asking for those who didn’t have Jesus in their hearts yet to 
come forward so that they could be saved and join Brother George in Heaven once they passed 
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on. No one came forward, but the preacher kept on with that for about ten minutes. His pleas for 
someone to come forward became more and more desperate, like a man on the side of the street 
begging for a dollar, a quarter, a dime, and finally a penny. When no one decided to come to the 
altar, he said the benediction and the congregation sang an off-key version of “When We All Get 
to Heaven” as George’s casket was carried out by six of his best friends.  
Lauren asked me to sit with her during the funeral, and of course I said yes. So I got to 
walk in with the rest of George’s family, with one child in one arm, and another arm wrapped 
around Lauren. I didn’t cry at all during the funeral, and Lauren kept it together well. She held 
onto my hand throughout the majority of the service. I had told her before to squeeze my hand 
and to give me all of her pain.  
Wayne was asked to be one of the pallbearers, and he carried the casket on the side 
closest to where I was sitting. He nodded his head at me as they walked out, and I gave him a 
faint smile back. That was the first time I’d seen him since the night he came out. After they 
exited, the family stood and we walked out of the church. I looked at the people’s faces as we 
passed by. I knew most of them. But on the back row, at the end furthest away from the aisle, 
was a woman I didn’t know. She was barely standing, gripping the wood of the row in front of 
her to try and support herself. She appeared to be shaking as the stream of tears flowed down her 
plain face. Miss Shirley from the up the street was rubbing her back to try and help her keep it 
together. I didn’t know who she was, but I did know one thing.  
Her blonde hair was sticking to her cheeks.  
** 
 The next two weeks were some of the happiest days of my life. I’d get off from work and 
go straight home. I mean, Lauren’s home. In a way, it became my home too during those few 
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weeks. I guess I never felt like I was in a home with Wayne; it was just a house where two 
people lived.  
 But something was different about living with Lauren. I came home excited to be there. It 
wasn’t like living with Wayne where I fixed dinner each night as if it were a daily chore that I 
had to check off my list. No, Lauren and I would cook dinner together, working with the other to 
accomplish a shared goal. I felt like I was in one of those cheesy musicals from the 1960s, just 
waiting to burst out in a joy-filled song at any moment.  
 At that point in my life, I never truly wanted children. I had grown up an only child, so I 
never had the opportunity to take care of a little brother or sister. None of my aunts or uncles 
lived near us, so I didn’t have young cousins to take care of, either. Babies, at that point, did 
nothing but scream and holler during church services, and they all grew up to be rambunctious 
children that ran around the grocery store like bumper cars. And working in the legal system, I 
knew what a horrible world we lived in; why would anyone want to bring a child into this world? 
But Lauren and her two newborns made me reconsider my perspective.  
 Lauren and I became a team during that time; she’d breastfeed one child while I held the 
other. I would wrap the babies in my arms, swaddling them in their baby blankets that their 
grandmother had crocheted for them. I was doing my best to protect them from this evil world.  
I realized that I could never have this with Wayne, but I could have it with Lauren. We 
could have been a team. We could have been a family. We could have been happy together. 
But life doesn’t always happen like we want.  
** 




 Wayne had called me begging for me to come home because people had seen my car at 
Lauren’s house for the past few weeks to and from their commute from work. Wayne said that 
even they were wondering not why I was spending so much time at Lauren’s- they knew what 
she was going through- but instead wanted to know if something was going on between Wayne 
and I. His father had even heard about how much I had been up there at Lauren’s and wanted to 
know if we were okay. It’s a shame how even in moments of tragedy, somebody has something 
to say.  
 Lauren came home on that God-awful day. I was in the kitchen making hamburger steak 
for the two of us, the grease popping from the pan. I had picked up the kids from the daycare 
where they stayed during the day while Lauren and I went to work.  
 She walked in quietly and instead of her usual, “I’m home!” that she used to say with joy 
when she entered the house, she just stood there. Her arms kind of dangled without a purpose by 
her side and she kept her eyes low.  
 “Hey! How was your day?” I said.  
 “Good,” she replied, slowly pacing the kitchen floor. I flipped the burgers and turned 
around to face her. Her fingers were moving, intertwining with one another as if she were trying 
to solve some invisible Rubix cube. Her head was still hanging low. She hadn’t even gone to 
check on the kids yet.  
 “Is everything okay?” I asked.  
 She looked up at me, her eyes wide and her lips in a straight line instead of forming the 
beautiful smile I was used to.  
 “When do you think you’re going to go back? To your home, that is?” 
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 “I’m sorry, what?” was all I could say. I dropped the fork I was using to cook with on the 
floor. I wanted to pick it up and place it in the sink, but I couldn’t take my eyes off Lauren. 
“Where is this coming from?” 
 “I just think it’s time for you to leave,” Lauren said. “I mean, you have Wayne.” She 
started walking towards me, her lips curling into that smile I knew so well. This wasn’t the smile 
I had seen the past few weeks. This was the smile she gave people at church when she wanted 
information from someone. She approached me and placed her hands on my shoulder. “Don’t 
you think he misses you?” 
 “I’m sure he does.” 
 “Well, I think it’s time for you to go back home to him.” That smile was back on her 
face.  
 “But... don’t you need me here?” I tried to grab her hands, but she pulled away, turned 
around and started to walk the other way.  
 “No,” she said with a false sense of optimism, turning around to face me once more. She 
stood up straighter and elongated her neck like a giraffe. “I can handle everything on my own.” 
She nodded her head as she said the words of affirmation. She started walking towards the living 
room where the babies were sleeping in their crib that George had built for them before he died.   
 “But you want me here, Lauren. You said yourself that you want me here with you… to 
help you take care of things since George isn’t here.” 
 Her back stiffened at the sound of his name. She picked up one of the babies and cradled 
her in her arms. She turned to face me but didn’t take her eyes off the child. “That’s right, I said I 
needed you, but I’m okay now.” She looked up and did her best attempt to give me a comforting 
smile before looking down at her baby once more. “I can do this on my own.” 
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 I sat there quietly, tapping my foot against the floor. I ran my fingers through my hair and 
then brought my arms together to form an “X” on my chest. I looked around at the house. I had 
swept the kitchen floor, and I had vacuumed the carpet in the living room yesterday. I had even 
used the special attachment to get all the dust from out under the sofa. I had cleaned the 
bathrooms, even scrubbed the toilet, and I made sure to keep my toothbrush separate from hers. 
Everything was perfect for Lauren. I was here, for her. Why didn’t she see that? 
 It was then that a cry came from the crib, and I went to reach for the baby.  
 “I can do it,” Lauren snarled at me. “Please, just let me.” 
 “I’m just trying to help with the babies,” I said with a sigh.  
 “Well they are my babies, my babies! I am their mother and I am perfectly capable of 
taking care of them on my own!” 
 “But, Lauren…” I started to shake my head. “Lauren, you need me.” 
 “I don’t need anyone.” She looked up at me again, but this time the smile was gone. I 
could see her eyes start to sparkle in the fluorescent light, and her lip started to quiver. “I don’t 
need you, and I don’t need anybody else.” The baby started to cry from the crib again, so she laid 
the one in her arms down in the crib and picked up the other. As soon as she picked the second 
child up, the first began to cry too. It was if Lauren was a conductor cueing the twins to begin a 
screaming chorus, building to a crescendo of squalling and wheezing. My shoulders tensed and I 
lifted my head high.  
 “I bet if George was here, you’d want him to help you.” I couldn’t believe I had said it.  
 “What?” 
 “If George was here, I just know that you would take his help. But, what about me? 
What’s wrong with me? Why can’t I help you, Lauren?” 
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 “You’re not George, Tanya, and you never will be!” The babies’ cries got only louder.  
 “That’s right, Lauren. I’m not, George. I actually give a damn about you.” As soon as I 
said that I regretted them. I started sprinting towards the bedroom to grab my suitcase and 
clothes. I heard Lauren putting the babies down back in the crib despite their pleas for comfort 
before her heavy footsteps could be heard walking towards the bedroom.  
 “What in the hell do you mean?” 
 “Nothing,” was all I said.  
 “Bullshit.” She looked at me, her upper lip curled slightly up and her right nostril flaring. 
“You tell me what the hell you mean.” 
 “It’s nothing, Lauren.” I paused packing my shirts and pants and looked up at her with 
the best fake smile I could conjure to match the smiles she had given me all night. “You’re right, 
I think it’s time for me to leave.” I finished stuffing the things in my bag, not caring about 
whether or not they were folded or if they were going to get wrinkly. I moved towards the 
bathroom and swept all of my belongings into my bag as quickly as possible. I spun around and 
saw Lauren standing in the door frame, her hands and legs split apart to block me in. 
 “You aren’t going anywhere until you tell me what the fuck you meant.” 
 “Lauren, I told you, it was nothing.” I walked up to her yet she didn't move. “Please let 
me leave.” 
 “My husband was a good man. He loved me very much.” 
 “I’m sure he did, now will you please-” 
 “I will not let a two-faced bitch like you disrespect his honor-” 
 I stepped back in awe. “His honor?”  
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 “George was an honorable man, more honorable than Wayne.” What in the hell did she 
mean by that? Did she know? 
 “I doubt that,” I said, pushing her out of the way. I didn't push her too hard, just enough 
so that she stepped back a few feet so that I could get out.  
“I can’t help that your husband doesn’t love you!” she yelled.  
I stopped in my tracks and raised my head. I spun around slowly with my eyebrow raised.  
“What did you say to me?” 
“I see the way he looks at you. And I see the way he looks at other people. It’s just not 
the same, let me tell you.” 
“Oh, really?” I walked up to her, my nostrils now flaring. I could still hear the babies 
crying from the other room. 
“Yeah… I see the way he looks at you. You want to know why you were having so much 
trouble in the bedroom, Tanya?” 
“You watch the way you talk-” 
“It’s because he’s bored by you. You can’t give him what he wants. He’s bored with 
you.” 
“Oh, yeah?” Damn it, she knew. How the fuck could she know? Oh, please. Lauren 
knows everything about everything. I should’ve never told her about my sex life. Fuckity fuck 
fuck fuck.  
“Yeah, he wants something better.” 
“Yeah? What’s that?”  
“Me.” I took a step back. I could feel my shoulders relax and my neck began to fall. She 
thought Wayne liked her? I wanted to laugh but I had to keep it together.  
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“Why in the hell would you say such a thing?” 
“Oh, please, Tanya. Every time we were at a function together, where did Wayne go? 
Right on over to me and George. He’d leave your boring ass and come right on over to me and 
George because we were actually fun.” She smiled in delight at her words. She thought she had 
won this one, but oh, I had something so much better.  
“Well apparently you weren’t fun enough for George since he cheated on your ass with 
some blond bitch you know nothing about.” The smile disappeared from her face.  
“What the fuck did you say?” 
“You heard me. I heard the nurse at the hospital say that they found him pulling out the 
driveway of some blond woman’s house. What in the hell else would he be doing there?” 
Lauren looked around the room. There were pictures of her and Wayne all over the 
nightstands and dressers. She looked at the bed that they had shared, the bed that Tanya had even 
slept in. She began to spin and spin, her head shaking vigorously. And then she stopped and 
faced me once more.  
“Get the fuck out of my house.”  
I grabbed my bags and stormed out the back door. I didn’t even acknowledge the babies 
that were still screaming for the attention they needed. 
 I opened the back door of my car and threw my bag in, slamming the door behind me. I 
hopped in the front seat, yanked my seat belt to click it over my body and flicked the keys 
inward. The car roared to life and I backed out of the driveway as fast as I could.  
 I shouldn’t have said what I said, but how dare she say such things about me. I wasn’t 
boring. I was a fun person. I was kind, compassionate. I had been patient. I had been there every 
day since George died and I had planned to stay even longer if given the chance. But she could 
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do this on her own. She was independent. She didn’t want me like I wanted her. She didn’t need 
me like I needed her. She didn’t love me like I loved her.  
 Love.  
 Holy fuck. Love.  
 I was about three minutes away from my house when I had to pull over to the side of the 
road. I couldn’t catch my breath because I was dry heaving, and I couldn’t tell what was making 
it harder to see- the rain coming down outside or the tears that wouldn’t stop pouring out of my 
eyes. I felt sick to my stomach so I unbuckled my seat belt and opened the door. I bent over and 
released the contents of my stomach onto the pavement below.  
 I tried to control my thoughts but all I could think about was Lauren. Her smile. Her eyes. 
Her smell. Her hair. Her bed. The way she put her coffee creamer in before she poured her coffee 
in her mug. The way she sang to her children an off-key version “The Itsy Bitsy Spider” each 
night, while still somehow sounding like an angel. The way she said I was beautiful that day in 
the store. The way she sounded over the phone when she called asking for a ride to the hospital 
and the way she held my hand in the hospital as she brought new life into this world. The way 
she screamed when she found out George died, and the desperation in her voice when asked me 
to stay with her. The way that I imagined our lives going—the two of us, a team, raising two 
beautiful young ladies without the help of a man. The way she kicked me out. The way she 
reacted to knowing that George had cheated.  
 Her reaction had told me one thing- she didn’t love me. She was jealous of whoever the 




 I leaned out of the car once again and released whatever else my stomach hadn’t fully 
processed yet.  
 I saw a car approaching from behind, and it slowed down as it got close to me. It pulled 
over to the side of the road behind me, and its flashers were turned on.  
 As soon as the car was put in park, the driver side door flung open and the driver ran out. 
I couldn’t see his face in the rearview, but with the headlights shining on them, I knew exactly 
who it was.  
 Wayne. 
 “Tanya, what’s wrong?” Wayne said.  
 I opened my mouth to speak, but I couldn’t find the right words. What was wrong? I 
looked up into Wayne’s eyes, those eyes that I thought I had loved. I tried to speak again, but no 
sounds came out except the whimpering of a new cycle of tears. Wayne gently closed my door, 
ran to the other side of the car and hopped in the passenger seat. I grabbed the steering wheel 
with two hands and kept my head low.  
 “Tanya, you got to tell me what’s wrong. Is it the babies?” I shook my head. 
 “Is it Lauren?” I hesitated for a second but shook my head again.  
 “Is it...me?” I looked up at him, and I couldn’t help how different he looked. Sure, he was 
good looking, but he had a different nature about him now. He seemed...older, more mature. 
 “No,” I managed to say. “It’s not you… It’s me.” 
 “What do you mean?” Wayne asked. His eyes widened, and he placed his hand on the top 
of my right hand. 
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 I thought about the best way to put it, struggling like a sailor trying to navigate the waters 
without the stars above to guide him home. “I’m… I think I’m like you,” I said, gripping the 
steering wheel tighter. “But not quite the same.”  
 I watched out of the corner of my eye as he took his hand off of mine and slowly brought 
it back to the rest of his body. He used that same hand to scratch the top of his head. “What do 
you mean?” he asked again.  
 “I understand now,” I said, wiping away the wet surface under my eyes, not taking my 
eyes off of the road ahead. “I understand what it means to love someone that everyone else tells 
you that you can’t.” I then looked over at him as he sat there rubbing his chin, the muscles in his 
face squeezed together like a sharpei’s skin.  
 “Was it Lauren?” he asked. I nodded my head and returned my line of sight to the road 
ahead.  
 “The first one is always the hardest, Tanya. The first man I ever loved was my best friend 
growing up. We did, well, we did just about everything together. We’d go to the movies, hang 
out after school, or ride around town in his truck just for the hell of it. I had had a few dreams 
about him, but I thought they were nothing. I kept telling myself that they were nothing but 
dreams.” He started to laugh a little. “I remember that we use to take trips to the beach, and I 
would wear extra tinted sunglasses just so that I could look at him up and down without it being 
known what I was staring at. It wasn’t until he got a girlfriend that I realized that I had been 
lying to myself all along. He wasn’t just a friend. I wanted him to be more.” 
 “What did you do?” I asked.  
 “There’s not much you can do when you love someone who doesn’t love you back in the 
same way. And when George started dating Lauren-” 
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 “Wait...You’re telling me that George was the first guy you loved?” That would make 
sense why Lauren would think that Wayne liked her so much. He didn’t love her, though; he just 
loved her husband. 
 “Yeah, I guess that’s why his death was so hard for me. It wasn’t until he started dating 
Lauren that I had to come to terms with things about myself. Every time I was with George and 
he brought up Lauren all I could think of was, Why was he with her? I had known him for so 
long, why was he not with me? What’s worse is that he would tell me about their sexual 
encounters in much more detail that I would’ve asked for. All I could wonder was, What 
couldn’t I give him that she could? Why not me? And then when he told me he was going to 
propose to her, I knew that there was no hope for me. I was angry, at first, but I realized that I 
had to be reasonable. He didn't love me. Any feelings I had for him I would just have to ignore. 
And that’s what I did... for a while.” 
 “What made you change your mind?” 
 He adjusted his body a little in his seat and crossed his arms. “There comes a point when 
you have to realize what you’re living for. Are you living for your own happiness, or are you 
living to make the other people in your life happy? I tried living to make other people happy.” 
“Like your dad?” I asked. 
“Exactly. I was telling George about how my dad had set me up to go on a date with you, 
and I did my usual spiel about how I was happy where I was at, blah blah blah, but George said 
that it was time. I’ll never forget it. He put both of his hands on my shoulders and stared deep 
into my eyes and told me that it was time that I found someone. All I wanted to do was kiss him 
on his lips, run my fingers through his curly hair and tell him that I knew who I wanted that 
someone to be. But I didn’t. I couldn't bear to tell him how I actually felt. If he had ever found 
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out, things wouldn't have been the same. And I would have rather had him as a friend than not 
have him in my life at all.” 
“And so you married me.” I started to laugh and so did he. 
“Yeah, I married my wife when all I wanted to do was spend the rest of my life with my 
best man.” He reached out his hand, and I placed mine into his. “Tanya, it’s not going to be easy, 
but we can get through this... together. I’m right here, if you want me to be.” I nodded my head 
and pulled him into a hug.  
“I’ll see you at the house,” he said as he exited the car. I watched him hop into his car as I 
led the way back home.  
** 
 Now, almost thirty years later, I can honestly say that there has only been two men in my 
life that I have actually loved. 
 The first isn’t much different from all the other little girls in the world; the first man I 
ever loved was my dad. He was stern when he needed to be, but there wasn’t a night I went to 
bed hungry or cold. Sure, he had made a few mistakes in his life, but there was never a doubt in 
my mind that he loved me up until the day he died. He passed away peacefully in his sleep at 
home a few years after George died. 
My second love is my husband, which I guess you could say is typical of most married 
women. But what’s not typical is the relationship that Wayne and I have. We’re not like typical 
married couples who have occasional sex, where the woman cleans and cooks while the man 
stays outside drinking beer with his buddies while they fix cars and talk about hunting. No, we 
have a relationship similar to what you would find between best friends. Separate lives, yes, but 
lives intertwined so close that it’s almost impossible to separate the two.  
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We both knew that we wanted to stay in Edenton. After all, my accounting firm was one 
of the most successful female-run firms on the eastern side of the state. Wayne took over the 
family business as soon as his father died, just a year after my dad passed. Despite our desire to 
stay, we knew how Edenton worked. The Edentonians talked, but didn’t we both deserve to be 
happy? If we were going to stay here, we had to learn how to cheat the system if we wanted to 
still be true to ourselves. 
 When you’re married in Edenton, people expect you to have kids after at least three years 
of being married. Or, if you want to be the talk of the town, you can get married while having a 
child. So we knew that people would talk since we had been married for a number of years and 
didn't have any kids.  
 While the gossipy nature of Edenton is often a con to living here, it can also be used to 
your advantage if you know how to do it correctly. If you can control the conversation, you can 
get just about any message you want across to the town. 
 All I had to do was tell Connie that Wayne and I had been trying to have a baby for about 
a year but it just wasn’t working.  I didn’t know if it was him or me. I asked her to keep it 
between us, but I knew damn well she wouldn’t and I didn’t want her to. Connie might be one of 
my good friends, but the woman does not know how to keep her mouth shut. That Sunday at 
church, she announced that she had a silent request for a good friend. That’s all Martha Riddick 
needed to look up from reading the church bulletin notes for the ninth time that day. I saw 
Martha and Connie talking after church and I knew the whole damn town would know in a week 
that either Wayne, me, or both of us were unable to have kids.  
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 It wasn’t truly a lie, if you think about it. We were unable to have kids… with each other. 
The act of making a child required a passion that Wayne and I just did not have for the other. 
Sure, we eventually loved each other, but not in that way.  
 Sure enough, the following week at church, I had a number of people come up to me and 
Wayne asking how we were doing. I had four people tell me that they were praying for us. I tried 
to act somewhat surprised, but I, of course, had to maintain a sense of thanks for their 
thoughtfulness. And now that Wayne and I are in our sixties without kids, we don’t have to hear 
about why we don’t have kids because everyone thinks we were unable to have them. 
 And that’s how you work the system in Edenton.  
 Jennie’s grandson that later went crazy used to work at the butcher shop up the street that 
I go to all the time. I got to talking to him one day about what he wanted to do with the rest of his 
life, and he said he wanted to be an actor. I started to laugh.  
 “Honey,” I told him, “acting ain’t work. I’ve been doing that my whole life.” 
 There’s nothing harder than watching someone you love live their life alone, to watch 
them drift away from you slowly like going from high tide to low. That’s how it was with 
Lauren. We went from being the best of friends… to nothing. You couldn’t call us friends, but 
you couldn’t call us enemies, either. She was indifferent towards me, and I couldn’t get near her 
without feeling those feelings I knew that would never lead to anything. It’s taken me nearly 
thirty years to get over her, and I still can’t say that I’m completely over her. Wayne was right--
you never forget your first love.  
 But it’s not like Lauren was the only woman I ever loved. Wayne and I went to Durham 
and Raleigh a few times a year where we had one-night stands with whomever we found at the 
bars that night.  
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 The first time I had sex with a woman, I felt like I was on a staircase made of clouds, 
each step rising higher and higher until I reached the end and all I could do was leap off the top 
stair, falling and landing in a pool of warm water. I was a little hesitant at first, and I made sure 
my partner was aware of my hesitation, but by the end of it, I knew who I was and what I truly 
wanted. I got her number and called her up every few months when Wayne and I made our 
pilgrimage. It never turned into anything serious, and I didn’t want it to.  
 Some people might not understand our marriage, but that was fine by us. We didn’t need 
the approval or disapproval of anyone else, so we kept our lives secret from the rest of the world. 
The way we saw it was that Wayne and I had each other for the emotional aspects of life that a 
married couple would provide for each other, and we had whomever we met and wanted in the 
city to provide the sexual aspects of married life.  
 Wayne and I had kept our lives a secret for so long that we had just kind of accepted that 
that’s how the rest of our lives would go. We would grow old together, not having sex but 
finding a way to be happy. And then, slowly but surely, things started to change.  
 When Barack Obama was elected President of the United States, I truly believed in his 
campaign that change was coming. If our nation could go from one that enslaved people based 
on the color of their skin to a nation governed by an African-American man, then change was 
indeed possible.  
 When the Supreme Court declared marriage equality for people like Wayne and me in 
2015, change was possible. Our world had went from one that stoned people for loving someone 
that others said they shouldn’t to a world where, as Lin Manuel-Miranda so eloquently put, 
“Love is love is love is love.”  
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 I couldn’t help but cry happily when I saw the rainbow colors lit up on that beautiful 
night in 2015. In the Bible, we are taught that the rainbow is a sign of God’s promise to never 
flood the earth again. On that night in 2015, that rainbow was a sign that our government was 
promising to protect and respect people like Wayne and me, to make sure that we had rights just 
like everyone else.  
 It seemed that the world was changing its outlook on same sex couples too. We had gone 
from a country that made Ellen cancel her sitcom in the early 90’s after she came out to a 
country where hit shows like Modern Family and Will & Grace made being gay seem normal.  
 Most of the world might have been changing, but Edenton sure didn’t. 
 As soon as the decision in Obergefell v. Hodges was announced, our preacher did a four-
part sermon on the sins of sexuality. Wayne and I considered speaking up, but we just couldn’t. 
If we had, word would’ve gotten out and we likely would have lost a great number of our clients. 
People wouldn’t look at us the same. So we decided against it. We didn’t want to disrupt the 
system that had worked so well in our favor all these years. 
 About a year after the landmark Supreme Court case decision, a young man in our church 
came out to his parents and to the rest of the church in a pride month speech, arguing for many of 
the same things that Wayne and I believed in. The church members had nothing to say to him. 
When he and his family got home, his dad supposedly beat him with a belt repeatedly to get the 
“homo” out of him. The boy hung himself with the same belt that night.  
 When Wayne got the call on the prayer chain about the boy, he knew that we had to do 
something. We were well-respected members of Edenton. We couldn't let other people like us 
live in fear anymore. If other people like us could come out around the country and be accepted, 
so could we. We could show Edenton that there were people like this young boy who just wanted 
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to be loved and to love who they wanted without fear of being judged. So we decided that the 
following week we would stand up in front of everyone, just like that boy had, and tell the whole 
congregation about how we had had to live these last few years thanks to the closed-minded 
nature of our town.  
 But the following week, shit hit the fan. We woke up to the news that yet another 
shooting had occurred; this time, there had been a clear target: people like Wayne and me.  
 49 innocent people lost their lives on June 12 due to the hate in one man’s heart. All they 
wanted to do was to love and to be loved.  
 We went to church that morning, and we held each other’s hand as we walked in. We had 
set our mind on saying something, and we had already planned what we were going to say. The 
fact that 49 others had just been shot to death, we thought, would help us appeal to our closed-
minded counterparts. But people aren’t so pretty in the “South’s Prettiest Town.” 
 “Did you see all them folks that got shot last night on the news this morning?” one man 
said before church started. 
 “Yep. And I saw that they’re putting the flag at half-staff,” the old man on the back bench 
chimed in. “I fought in Vietnam and saw a bunch of good people die. I can’t believe they’re 
about to honor a bunch of faggots who haven’t done shit for this country.” 
I looked up at Wayne and he looked at me. We both had that look in our eyes. We had 
agreed to do this, so we were going to. We had to.  
“It was Adam and Eve, not Adam and Steve, ain’t that right Pastor Johnson?” Tommy 
yelled from the front row. The congregation laughed. I even saw the preacher smirk a little.  
“Oh, shut up, Tommy,” his older brother said. “We all know you like boys, too.”  
121 
 
“I can tell you one thing: you won’t ever see me shot dead in a gay bar,” Tommy 
responded.  
You would think that people who aim to be like Jesus, a man whose teachings focused on 
love and acceptance, would be loving and accepting. But this clearly wasn’t the case.  
I grabbed Wayne’s hand and he grabbed mine. We knew we couldn’t say what we 
wanted to. This town wouldn’t let us be ourselves. We would have to move or just keep living 
the way we had been.  
We sat there, quietly holding hands, for the remainder of the service until it was time to 
go take pictures for our annual church directory. The photographer told us how to pose so that 
we could match the poses of everyone else in the church. We did as we were told.  
Wayne wrapped his arms around me, and I laid my head on his chest. We did our best to 
smile naturally, our teeth sparkling in the light. Here we were, the picture perfect husband and 
wife.  
 
